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A

GOD TIMELESS?
REPLY TO LAURENCE WOOD

.....
ALAN

G

PADGETT

I am grateful for the opportunity to reply to Laurence Wood's earlier article on
the eternal nature of God. ' A brief reply like this one necessarily focuses upon
disagreements. I want to begin, therefore, with an affirmation: on the central themes
of Christian theology, Dr. Wood and I are in agreement. I imagine this short note as
a dialogue on something we disagree about: divine timelessness.
While his article takes aim at "open theism" and the work of Richard Swinbume,
Wood also includes some discussion of my own work, as well as that of other
philosophers and scientists. I believe it is important for our readers to gain a clear
understanding of the altemative viewpoints available to them with respect to the
doctrine of divine eternity, and of divine omniscience. This will require not only
setting out the several options available, but correcting Wood's presentation of
things in a few places where I believe he is mistaken in his analysis. I will focus on
two large areas of disagreement: (I) theories of eternity and omniscience, and
(2) the interpretation of relativity theory.
I.

THEORIES OF DIVINE FOREKNOWLEDGE AND ETERNITY.

At the very start of his article, Wood switches easily- rather too easily-between
divine eternity and divine omniscience. These are distinct doctrines, and should not
be confused or simply lumped together even when we are investigating their
undoubted conceptual connections. There are at least three theories of divine
eternity, and four main views of divine foreknowledge. Even these do not exhaust
all the options. Yet Wood's essay reads as if our only choices were between a
traditional view and Open Theism. These are not the only theories. I for one reject
them both, as do other experts in this field such as William Lane Craig.
The three main doctrines of eternity are the traditional doctrine of absolute
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timelessness; the biblical view of everlasting etemity; and the view I have defended, called
"relative timelessness." The third view, relative timelessness, is a difficult one to
understand. According to this theory God is temporal in some sense, yet also transcends
in some ways our space-time universe. I reject the traditional view of timeless etemity, as
does Swinbume and Craig. for powerful philosophical reasons that Wood overlooks in his
article. To be brief, the traditional view of divine etemity is incoherent with a theology of
a living God, and a philosophy of time in which time is dynamic (that is, a process theory
of time) Wood makes it clear that he accepts the process or dynamic theory of time in a
long footnote at the end of his article (p. 46 n. 254), Now Wood believes in a living God,
who is active in history. Therefore, I submit that Wood's view of divine etemity (which is
similar to that of Boethius) is incoherent. In other words, the belief that past, present and
future are real ontological differences, and the belief that all of the past, present and
future are present to God in a timeless etemity, along with the belief that God acts in
history- these three beliefs cannot all be true. They are logically inconsistent. This at least is
the conclusion I reached in my 1992 study, Cod, Eternity and the Nature of Time, and I
have found no reason to change my mind in the last decade. It is this incoherence which
Wood needs to address if he is really to defend Boethius against modern critics.
Unfortunately, these arguments are never mentioned in his article.
Turning to the doctrine of omniscience: the theories of divine foreknowledge are
divided into two camps? Some philosophers and theologians (like Swinbume) argue for a
limited divine foreknowledge. On this view, even God cannot know the full reality of
future free and contingent events. The other camp contains all those who believe God
does have full foreknowledge. They differ, however, as to how God knows the future.
Their disagreement is about the mode of divine foreknowledge. For some theologians,
God's foreknowledge is based upon his timeless eternity. This is Wood's view, and is also
the view of Boethius. For others, God's foreknowledge is based upon God's will, that is,
upon God's predestination. This would be a Calvinist view. Finally, some philosophers
today argue for scientia media, a "middle knowledge" on the basis of which God knows all
future events. This view was first put forward by Luis de Molina in the seventeenth century, and is known as Molinism. So there are several theories about just how God does
know future free and contingent events.
Given this diversity of viewpoints, I object to Wood's claim that my theology has "no
conceptual tools to explain how" God can know the future (p. 45). There are more
options than Wood's notion of divine timelessness as the basis for God's foreknowledge.
Plenty of excellent philosophers and theologians have rejected Wood's view of timeless
divine eternity, and still held on to divine foreknowledge of all future events.
II. RELATIVITY THEORY AND THE PHILOSOPHY OF TIME.
There are a number of philosophical issues in Wood's article having to do with the
interpretation of modern physics. Much of what he says is correct, but his interpretation is
one-sided. Once again, there exists a diversity of viewpoints which Wood failed to
explicate in his essay. He assumes that only one philosophy of time is consistent with
modern physics, but in his remarks he draws upon two conflicting viewpoints. Let me
explain this a bit further.
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While all philosophers of time today want to take seriously the results of modem
physics, there are still two main camps with respect to the reality of past, present, and
future. One camp, variously known as the B-theory, "tenseless" time, or the stasis theory
of time, argues that past, present and future are purely subjective or mind-clependent. For
the stasis theory, time is real as before-and-after or as a physical measurement, but
temporal process is not part of objective reality. On the other hand, several scientists and
philosophers argue for a dynamic or process theory of time. For them, even while the
measure of time is relative, there is a genuine ontological distinction between past,
present, and future. The flow of time is not merely subjective.
Both of these theories are consistent with modem physics. Wood appears to believe
that there is only a choice between Newton and Einstein, as if the General Theory of
Relativity leads automatically to the stasis theory of time. Such an assumption is
unjustified. I object to the statement made by Wood that "Padgett misunderstands the
implications of relativity theory" (p. 46 n. 253) simply because I have argued against the
viewpoint he prefers. My main publications on this topic, and the arguments I make, are
neither discussed nor cited. 3 Further, Swinburne and Craig have written even more on
this topic than I have, yet their books are not discussed or even mentioned in a footnote.'
It is unfortunate that an essay which claims that Swinburne's views are "inconsistent with
relativity physics and the big bang singularity" (p. 5) nowhere mentions his major books
on just these topics.
Swinburne's philosophy is fully consistent with modem physics, as his own work
makes abundantly clear. I would make the same claim for my viewpoint, which makes
no sense apart from relativity theory. In other words, not every scientist who is an expert
in relativity theory will agree with Wood. To take a very recent example, the Oxford
physicist Peter E. Hodgson has just published an explanatory article on "Relativity and
Religion: The Abuse of Einstein's Theory."s He concludes his article with this observation:
"It does make sense to talk of absolute time, and it may be possible to identify an absolute
frame of reference. There is a real difference between past and future" (p. 409>' If
Hodgson is right, then Wood is wrong. What may have happened is this: Wood has been
misled by the writings of some scientists, who confuse their preferred interpretation of
physics with physics itself.
This leads me to my final question: which viewpoint does Wood accept, the process or
the stasis theory of time? He takes ideas from both camps, but they cannot both be true.
Either time travel is really possible according to the "law [sicl of relativity" (p. 30>, and our
common sense notions of time and simultaneity have been "destroyed" by modem
relativity theory [stasis theory); or else past, present and future are real ontological
distinctions and not just mental experiences [process theoryJ. Either the process or the
stasis theory of time is true: but not both. They contradict each other with respect to the
ontological reality of temporal process (past, present and future) . Wood wants to claim
that "both perceptions are true to the facts" (p. 3 I) but that is not possible. If God sees
and acts timelessly upon all times (past, present, and future); if all events occur "at once"
in eternity no matter when they occur within time, then either we are speaking nonsense
or the stasis theory of time is being assumed.
Even in this brief reply, we have discovered the complexities of contemporary debate
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concerning divine foreknowledge and omniscience. It is not the case that the views of
Boethius have been overlooked. Rather, his theory has been considered, debated, and
rejected by many philosophers and theologians. While some scholars seek to defend
Boethius (notably Brian Leftow), one cannot justly claim that his notion of timeless divine
eternity has been ignored by either Swinburne or myself.

NOTES

I.
L. W Wood, "Does God Know the Future? Can God Be Mistaken?: A Reply to
Richard Swinburne," Asbury Theological Journal S6 (2002), 5-48. Page numbers in the main text
are to this article.
2.
See further the helpful introductory volume, Divine Foreknowledge: Four Views, ed. lames
Beilby and Paul Eddy (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 200 I). In my list of four views, I have
not included "simple foreknowledge" which does not specify how God knows the future.
3.
For my work on these topics, see God, Eternity and the Nature of Time (1992: Eugene, OR:
Wipf & Stock, 200 I ); "Divine Foreknowledge and the Arrow of Time: On the Impossibility of
Retrocausation," in God and Time: Essays on the Divine Nature, ed. G. E. Ganssle and D. W. Woodruff
(Oxford: Oxford Univ. Pr., 2001); "Eternity and the Special Theory of Relativity," International
Philosophical Quarterly 33 (1993), 219-229. These works are summarized in my contribution to
Gregory Ganssle, ed., Cod and Time: Four Views (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Pr., 2001). Wood
does cite the latter two publications.
4.
See R. G. Swinburne, Space and Time, 2nd ed. (London: Macmillan, 1981); Swinburne,
ed., Space, Time and Causality (Dordrecht: D. Reidel, 1983); and his discussion of Big Bang cosmology in The Existence of Cod, rev. ed. (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Pr., 1991), For William Lane Craig, see his
massive, four-volume study: Cod, Time and Eternity (Dordrecht: K1uwer Academic, 200 I); Time and
the Metaphysics of Relativity (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 200 I); The Tensed Theory of Time (Dordrecht:
K1uwer, 2000); and The Tenseless Theory of Time (Dordrecht: K1uwer, 2000).
5.
Peter E. Hodgson, "Relativity and Religion," Zygon 38 (2003),393 -409.
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PADGETT

LAUR£NCE W WOOD

Alan Padgett is a premier analytical philosopher of religion whose writings have
been widely received and appreciated across the scholarly community. So it is not
without some reservations that I express disagreement with his views on eternity,
time, and omniscience. As he noted, we agree on basic doctrinal beliefs, but on the
issue of divine omniscience, I have more reservations about the awkwardness of his
concept of "relative timelessness" than about the substance of what he means. At
any rate, I welcome his critique and this opportunity to further clarify my own views.
I will respond to each of his major criticisms in the order in which they appear in
his reply to my article, "Does God Know the Future? Can God Be Mistaken? A
Reply to Richard Swinburne" (The Asbury Theological/oumal 56.2-57.1 (Fall 2001,
Spring 2002): 5-47
First, Padgett thinks "Wood switches easily- rather too easily-between divine
eternity and divine omniscience," but I believe he minimizes the connection
between these concepts. Boethius was concerned to show how God is omniscient
and yet humans have freedom. He was awaiting execution due to false accusations
of being a traitor to the emperor, and he spent his final days in prison reflecting on
the meaning of human freedom and divine omniscience. He found spiritual
consolation in the faith that an all-knowing God who is the instant moment of all
times allows humans to exercise freedom, and hence bad things happen to good
people without God foreordaining them. The problem with Molinism (which
Padgett thinks is a valid argument defended by William Lane Craig) is the concept
of literal foreknowledge. If God literally foreknows the future, Boethius properly
noted that this entails determinism. That in part is why Boethius rejected the literal
notion of divine foreknowledge and espoused the view God knows all things in our
future because our real future is already present to God. To speak in literal terms,
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God knows (not foreknows) our future, but not before it has happened. This view of eternity is a coherent statement because all temporal things exist instantly in God. So eternity
does not exclude time, but includes it.
Second, Padgett thinks I fail to recognize the full range of different concepts on eternity.
My essay was a response to the two views of eternity presented by Swinburne (who was
Padgett's PhD. supervisor at Oxford) who maintained that eternity means one of two
things: "That he IGodl is everlasting life (i.e., exists at each period of time past and time
future) or that he is timeless (he exists outside time)." I reminded my readers that there is
a third option that Swinburne (and Padgett) omit, namely, the view of Boethius. I did not
deal with Padgett's concept of eternity as "relative timelessness" in part because I was
considering primarily the views of Swinburne.
Third, Padgett thinks that I overlook the "powerful philosophical reasons" why the
traditional view of timeless eternity is wrong. Actually, I agreed in my essay with
Swinburne's argument that Augustine's traditional view of eternity as timelessness is mistaken. In particular, I agreed with Barth and Pannenberg that it is not possible to deal biblically with the concept of the incarnation if God is merely timeless. I also agreed that it is
impossible to affirm human freedom and sheer divine timelessness. But there is more
than one version of the traditional view of eternity, which Padgett overlooks. I discussed
the view of the Early Greek Fathers (]renaeus, Clement of Alexandria, Origen, the
Cappodician Fathers) and Boethius (6'h century)-all of them taught that God is the
instant of all times (past, present, and future) and that humans have freedom, unlike
Augustine who defined God in terms of sheer timelessness and who introduced the
concept of absolute predestination into Christian theology Highlighting the distinction
between Boethius and Augustine is one of the key contributions of Barth. Unfortunately,
Swinburne and Padgett confuse the Early Greek Church Fathers and Boethius with the
view of Augustine.
Fourth, Padgett thinks that I did not give adequate attention to "a diversity of
viewpoints" regarding the nature of time. Beginning with John McTaggart at the beginning
of the 20'h century, it has been common to make a distinction between A-theory and
B-theory of time, and Padgett is right to point out that I assumed the A-theory of time.
My reason for this assumption is more theological than philosophical. I view spacetime
(=creation) as the framework of salvation history, and it is important to recognize the
progressive development of revelation in history if the history of salvation is to be the
centerpiece of theological method. Unless the temporal process is objective and not just a
subjective state of mind, the realism of salvation history would be called into question. I
also believe that Swinburne embraces the A-theory of time, and since this was not a
matter of dispute, I did not discuss it.
After my essay was published, I received a letter from Wolfhart Pannenberg
commending me for my views and interpretation, but he also thought I should have
noted that Einstein held to a B-theory of time, which essentially means that the succession
of time is like a trick of the imagination. In my subsequent writings, I have discussed
Einstein's philosophy of time. I might add, somewhat humorously, that I think God holds
to the A-theory of time!
Fifth, Padgett thinks that Boethius' view of eternity- that God transcends and
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embraces time simultaneously-is incoherent. This is a serious accusation to make
especially in the light of the fact that it represents the views of the Early Greek Fathers
(who gave us the Trinitarian orthodox faith of the Church), Boethius, and most of the
thinkers in the history of Christian theology. If I might repeat it here, John Wesley's
explanation of Boethius' view is clear, consistent, and coherent. In simple pastoral
language, Wesley wrote:
He [God] does not know one thing before another, or one thing after another, but
sees all things in one point of view, from everlasting to everlasting. As all time, with
everything that exists therein, is present with him at once, so he sees at once whatever was, is, or will be to the end of time. But observe: we must not think they are
because he knows them. No; he knows them because they are. Just as I (if one may
be allowed to compare the things of men with the deep things of God) now know
the sun shines. Yet the sun does not shine because I know it: but I know it because
it shines. My knowledge supposes the sun to shine, but does not in any wise cause
it. In like manner God knows that man sins; for he knows all things. Yet we do not
sin because he knows it; but he knows it because we sin. And his knowledge supposes our sin, but does not in any wise cause it. In a word, God looking on all ages
from the creation to the consummation as a moment, and seeing at once whatever
is in the hearts of all the children of men, knows everyone that does or does not
believe in every age or nation. Yet what he knows, whether faith or unbelief, is in
no wise caused by his knowledge. Men are as free in believing, or not believing, as
if he did not know it at all.'
Wesley's point is that all time is present to God as a single whole, but this does not erase
the reality of temporal developments. It is as if temporal events pass with infinite velocity
before God. He sees everything all at once, although we see them in fragments of time.
I see nothing logically inconsistent with this view, given the reality of Who God Is and
whom God has been revealed in the history of salvation. To define a human being in
these terms would be preposterous, but God is the Lord of creation (spacetime) and
hence God includes creation as well as transcends it.
I believe Eleonore Stump, Norman Kretzman, and Brian Leftow (who is Richard
Swinbume's successor at Oxford) have shown the consistency and coherence of the
Boethian view, as I noted in my essay. Also the writings of Barth and Pannenberg have
demonstrated (to my satisfaction) that this view is required in order to have a proper
understanding of the biblical revelation of the Triune God. Padgett does not agree with
this logic, but I believe his either/ or thinking does not allow him to appreciate the nature
of dialectical thinking. To insist that theological language must correspond to the intuitive
logic of ordinary human experience seems too anthropomorphic to me.
There are of course many analytical philosophers, such as A. N. Findlay and J. L.
Mackie, who insist the very idea of God is incoherent because it is an anthropomorphic
projection of human characteristics on to the idea of God, but Padgett is certainly not in
agreement with their judgment on this issue. Nor am I. However, I believe the rejection
of the Boethian concept of etemity may be due to an anthropomorphic tendency to
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prejudge the nature of God on the basis of human limitations.
I also believe that our understanding of this issue is confused if we are locked within a
modernist notion of truth-as if the intent of language and propositions is to mirror reality
literally based on the intuitive logic of ordinary human experience. One of the decisive
contributions of Michael PoIanyi was his insight that even in the realm of science the idea
of literal and purely objectivist language is impossible. All knowing is more tacit than
explicit. Hence one knows more than one can literally tell and comprehensively explain.2
If this is true of scientific knowledge, it is especially true regarding what humans know
about God who transcends the world.
Richard Rorty (who was trained in analytical philosophy) is right to point out the
limitation of logical analysis in his book, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature. He proposed
that modem philosophy should be abandoned and he considered analytic philosophy in
particular as "one more variant of Kantian philosophy"] He argued the modernist
self-understanding was based on the false assumption of a body-mind dualism and on the
alleged task of the mind to mirror the outside world of things; thus the task of modernist
philosophy was to polish and inspect this mirror to insure that its pictures were literally
reflecting reality: He argued that a more productive method for discussing the nature of
things is to focus on hermeneutic theory, which shows that words do more than just
report a literal picture of things. The idea that words must mirror reality in a literalist sense
truncates the larger meaning of truth.
Likewise one of the most productive and creative philosophers in the contemporary
period has been Paul Ricoeur who has criticized the pretensions of the modernist notion
of critical rationality. He has shown that we should appreciate the nature of figurative and
poetic language as a valid means of understanding the nature of things and GodS
Undoubtedly part of the reason for a shift away from the modernist epistemology of
literalism has been the influence of postmodern science with its counterintutive discoveries
about the nature of the world 6
As I pointed out in my article, one should be careful about disregarding
commonsense, but relativity physics illustrates that the intuitive logic of commonsense is
not always right. This is why Kip S. Thome speaks of the "weird behavior of space and
time" which is not observed in our everyday life because of our "slowness" as compared
to the speed of light,?
Admittedly, the paradoxical ideas of eternity- that God transcends time and yet time
is real to the essence of God- seem to be incoherent from the standpoint of the intuitive
logic of our ordinary experience. Yet if that is the way God is revealed in the history of
salvation, then deductive logic based on commonsense has to enlarge its understanding of
the way things really are.
Postmodern science has come to recognize the limits of deductive logic. Experimental
evidence in science has changed our understanding of the way the world is, and it often
contradicts the intuitive logic of commonsense. This is especially true in quantum theory
where experimental results contradict classical physics and have forced a new way of
understanding the world. 8 Quantum physics deals with microscopic particles as packets of
energy at the atomic and subatomic levels as distinct from relativity theory, which deals
with larger things in the space-time continuum. The quantum world entails "very tiny
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differences in energy" among particles, although the smallness of the quantum world does
not mean that its effects do not cover large distances in space. 9 It is called "quantum"
because it was discovered that energy (particles) can change at this microscopic level of
reality only in discrete units (or quanta) rather than in a continuous manner.1O It is as if
particles jump from one unit, or quanta, to the next rather than flowing continuously as
things do in space-time.
Although quantum theory is concerned with probabilities and uncertainty, it is the
most exact theory in dealing with physical reality," and yet there is so much about it that
puzzles scientists and contradicts commonsense logic, although it does not really
contradict itself as such. As David Lindley put it, "there is nothing strictly paradoxical"
about the behavior of the quantum world. Rather, the paradox lies with "our prior
expectation of the way we think things ought to be."'2 For example, it has been
discovered that light exhibits both electromagnetic waves and streams of particles. What is
further remarkable about this phenomenon is that "each individual particle behaves in a
wavelike way entirely on its own."" This weird behavior of light and particles at first
shocked physicists. I. It can be mathematically explained clearly, but not very clearly in
words lS and hence it sounds paradoxical because our ordinary, commonsense experience
of the space-time world has difficulty understanding the quantum world.
Related to this surprising behavior of wave/particle duality is the behavior of electrons
orbiting the nucleus of an atom. It is impossible for the physicist to determine both the
position and the speed of an electron at the same time. It is as though the non-disruptive
and non-invasive observation of the physicist introduces uncertainty into its behavior,
according to Neils Bohr who was a pioneer of modern quantum theory. Bohr thus
insisted on a hidden relationship between the scientist and the behavior of electrons. ' 6 His
protege, Werner Heisenberg, argued that scientists should not introduce philosophical
assumptions into what constitutes the nature of reality, as if something exists objectively
only because it is subjectively measured. Instead of saying that there exists a hidden
relationship between the knower and the behavior of electrons, Heisenberg developed
the principle of uncertainty, saying that experimental evidence demonstrated that there is
an element of uncertainty and chance at the quantum level of reality. I? In other words,
there is no way to account for this unpredictability other than it is empirically observed.
This shocked Einstein whose pantheistic need for the perfect harmony of the universe
would not permit him to believe that God would engage in "dice-playing."'B In their
friendly discussions together, Bohr humorously told Einstein that he should be "cautious"
about ascribing to God human ways of thinking and telling God how to do things. '9
Einstein believed the uncertainty was simply epistemological, reflecting the physicist's
inability to understand the law of nature underlying its cause. 20 However, as Stephen
Hawking has noted, quantum theory has proved to be an "an outstandingly successful
theory and underlies nearly all of modern science and technology."21 Hawking shows that
the consensus among physicists is that the building blocks of the universe are composed

of unpredictable quanta (or packets) of energy called particles. Without denying the
principal of causality, it appears that chance is built right into the very structure of reality
at its most elemental leveJ.22 A shocking fact about these particles is that one particle can
occupy two places at the same time as it has been demonstrated in a two-slit experiment
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in which a beam of electrons was fired through a pair of narrow slits to a screen behind.23
Intuitive logical thinking based on commonsense is thus not very reliable in dealing
with the quantum level. Wemer Heisenberg said if one insists on "complete logical clarity,"
then that "would make science impossible."24 Roger Penrose, who along with Stephen
Hawking is recognized as the most highly respected scientist in contemporary physics, has
argued the human mind exceeds the computational method of mathematics and logic
and that science is unable to explain the conscious activity of the brain. He argues that the
mind is capable of engaging in non-computational understanding that transcends
mathematics and logic. 25 This human trait, he believes, is something that computers or
artificial intelligence cannot do, and it underscores the uniqueness of conscious thinking.
Mathematics and the principles of logic are indispensable tools for explaining things and
cannot be dismissed as irrelevant, but they have their limitations because there is a
dimension of truth that can be derived only from the non-mathematical activity of
conscious thinking in general. 26
This non-mathematical and intuitive grasp of things corresponds to some of the
inexplicable aspects of reality itself. For example, a logical conundrum in Einsteinian
relativity physics is the behavior of the speed of light. The one absolute in relativity
physics is the speed of light. Everything else is measured relative to it. No matter how fast
different things travel, their comparable speeds have no bearing on their relation to the
speed of light. For example, if one vehicle is going 1000 miles an hour and another
vehicle is only going I mile an hour and if they both are trying to catch up to a beam of
light, they would in fact find themselves the same distance from it, and the faster vehicle
would show no signs of gaining on the slower moving vehicle relative to the speed of
light because both would be 186,000 miles per second behind the light beam.
This was a shocking discovery to Einstein,27 but it has revolutionized our understanding
the way the world really is. Time is thus relative to the speed of light as the one physical
absolute. One way to put this is to say that the speed of light has no future time; it is the
future. The past, present, and future are instantly the same moment with light. If one
wanted to move into the future, one could do this if one could technologically develop a
space machine that would allow us to travel at or near the speed of light. The faster one
moves the lesser the time difference among the past, present, and future, until there is no
temporal distinctions at all when one reaches the speed of light. Time only emerges as the
result of slowing down to speeds less than the speed of light.
Like the definition of etemity, one can refer to physical light as the instantaneous
whole of all time. The whole is the speed of light; time emerges as a result of objects
going slower than the speed of light. This may explain in part why Einstein himself held
to the idea that actual time was only measurement. The speed of light could serve as
Einstein's model of reality where there is only the pantheistic Whole without any real
past, present, and future. In this sense, pantheism is really acosmic.
However, the difference between the speed of light as an absolute and the relative
speeds of time could also serve as a Boethian model of etemity. Light could represent a
single whole, which surrounds the relative speeds of spacetime as past, present, and
future. The difference between Einstein and Boethius is that for Einstein time was only
measurement and was not an essential aspect of reality, whereas for Boethius time was an
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essential part of reality itself and was included within the Triune life of God.
Now regarding the coherence of the Boethian view, my essay did not intend to
suggest that science had proven the Christian doctrine of eternity or divine omniscience,
but rather it was intended to show that the breakdown of simultaneity according to
Einsteinian relativity illustrates how Boethius' view is an coherent idea. That is why I
adapted Einstein's parable of the paradox of the twins to explain a Boethian concept of
eternity?8 Let me repeat it here. If a twin named Paul takes a trip in space traveling at
near the speed of light and is gone for a period of 30 years according to earth time, when
he returns his earth-bound twin Peter will look thirty years older. However, the spacetraveler Paul will only be a few minutes older than when he first took his space trip. All
the events of thirty years in the life of his twin brother Peter would have occurred instantly for him because his speed and the tum-around back to earth put him in a different
inertial frame of reference.29 [An "inertial frame of reference" means moving in a straight
line at a constant speedJ. I believe the breakdown of simultaneity between two inertial
frames of reference illustrates the coherence of the Boethian concept. Padgett does not
accept this illustration because he does not accept the real breakdown of simultaneity
according to Einsteinian relativity theory.
Just as postmodern science must use dialectical ways of speaking, so the Early Greek
Church Fathers and Boethius were forced to speak in dialectical ways as well: God transcends time and yet includes it; God knows everything and yet humans are genuinely
free; the future is yet to be decided within our temporal frame of reference, but the
future is already present in eternity. These polarities are counterintuitive to our earthbound and commonsense literalism, but we are able to grasp their meaning through
dialectical thinking.
This leads me to the really substantive difference between Padgett's view and my
own. We have a different understanding of contemporary physics. Some analytical
philosophers of religion have been unable to accept the counterintuitiveness of postrnodem science, particularly Einsteinian spacetime relativity. Padgett defends Swinburne's nonEinsteinian views of relativity, along with the Newtonian views of Peter Hodgson, and he
argues that I presented a very limited interpretation of relativity theory because I ignored
their interpretation.
However, I am unwilling to grant Padgett's contention that I should have allowed for
a non-Einsteinian theory of relativity. Peter Hodgson and William Lane Craig make it
clear that they espouse a Newtonian view of space and time as modified by Lorentz, but I
see no reason to grant the validity of their views in the light of the overwhelming consensus in contemporary physics that Lorentz's view was incomplete and that his Newtonian
idea of space and time was wrong. To be sure, Lorentz was a significant scientist in the
development of relativity theory, but he was a transitional figure. Even if publishers such
as Oxford University Press published the writings of these minority views, the scientific literature acknowledges that only a very small group of physicists and philosophers continue to hold on to a non-Einsteinian view of relativity, and their view has been discredited
as reactionary and obscurantist. 3D
It might be helpful to clarify a few things about Lorentz and his relationship to
Einstien. Hendrik Lorentz was professor of mathematical physics at the University of
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Leiden from 1878-1912. He became famous for his part in the development of the
Fitzgerald-Lorentz contraction theory. This theory proposed that mass is increased, the
length of objects is shortened, and time is dilated as the speed of light is approached. This
contraction hypothesis was offered as a way of explaining the negative result of the
Michelson-Morley experiment of 1887, which had been designed to demonstrate the
earth's absolute motion through space. What this experiment actually demonstrated, however, was that light travels at the same speed relative to any object regardless of its own
motion. This was a surprising result because it was believed that light would show different speeds as it moved in perpendicular directions. In order to account for this surprising
result, Lorentz continued to explained it in Newtonian terms by introducing an ad hoc
mathematical factor into his equation, which he called "an aid to calculation." He tried to
explain length contraction and time dilation as the effects of motion on the interactions
between electrons and the ether, but Einstein later showed that contraction was a property of space-time. Lorentz's makeshift mathematical equation failed to measure up to the
elegance and simplicity of Einstein's equations, and his assumption of ether was rejected
as mythical and unnecessary. Although Lorentz was not successful in reconciling his contraction theory with Newtonian physics, it became the basis of the mathematics of
Einstein's Theories of General and Special Relativity. Lorentz's contributions to relativity
theory are thus very significant.
Is the concept of ether a valid concept today among theoretical physicists? If one
reviews the body of scientific literature, the answer is clearly no. Let me explain. Ether
was thought to be an invisible, transparent jelly-like substance that was evenly spread
throughout the universe. It was a notion used in the 19"' century in order to explain how
electromagnetic waves travel through space because it was believed these waves could
not travel through "empty space." Attempts were made to verify the existence of this
hypothetical substance, most notably the Michelson-Morley experiment as we noted
above. Although Einstein agreed with the Lorentzian view of contraction of space and
time at relativistic speeds, he argued that the Michelson-Morley experiment disproved the
existence of ether and that the concept of ether was an unnecessary presupposition.
Einsteinian relativity quickly won out over Lorentzian relativity because of the latter's ad
hoc mathematical addition to his equation and because Lorentzian relativity relies upon
the discredited notion of the ether. Heisenberg noted "in a conclusive way that the concept of the ether
had to be abandoned"ll because the Michelson-Morley experiment
offered "definite proof' that it did not exist. 32 As Milic Capek put it, "By the discovery of
the constant velocity of light the classical mechanistic-visual model of aether was wrecked
beyond repair."33 Consequently, the notion of ether was discarded and Einstein's view
that contraction is a property of space-time has been accepted universally and is the only
valid view offered in standard textbooks on physics. 14
William Lane Craig and Peter Hodgson have nevertheless argued for the existence of
ether, which they believe Bell's Theorem implies. Bell's Theorem entails what Einstein
referred to as "spooky action at a distance," which is the idea that separated particles of
energy at the quantum level can influence each other at extreme distances apart35 When
an electron is split in half and both halves spin off in entirely different directions, they
remain entangled with each other and are in immediate contact even though they may
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be miles apart. Physicists have proved this to be the case by altering the spin of one part
of the electron and have obselVed that the other half immediately responds in the same
way. This seems to be in conflict with Einsteinian relativity theory that says that nothing
travels faster than the speed of light. How does this happen? William Lane Craig says the
concept of the ether is needed to account for this 36
However, Roger Penrose has shown that the embedded electrons are not communicating information. This is known because it is not possible for technology to use the separated parts of the particle for sending information. Hence the strange behavior of the separated parts of an embedded particle do not violate special relativity theory that the speed
of light is absolute. By being embedded, the two halves still function as one particle.37
Penrose shows that although quantum physics deals with things with a very small size like
molecules, atoms, and subatomic particles, "quantum-level effects can occur across vast
separations." The behavior of these very small things cannot be understood on the basis
of space-time relativity, but this does not mean that space-time relativity has been
violated 38 Nor is the notion of ether relevant.
Hodgson recognizes that his Newtonian view of space and time relies upon the
unverifiable assumption of ether. It is apparent, however, that part of Hodgson's reasons
for holding on to the idea of absolute space and absolute time is more philosophical than
scientific- because he fears that Einsteinian relativity can be interpreted as undermining
the idea of absolute truth. 39 This worry results from a confusion of philosophical relativism
with scientific relativity. Relativity allows that the laws of nature are universal and operate
the same in all inertial frames of reference. Relativity is a term that is used primarily to
suggest spacetime is relative. Further, why should one be concemed to retain the concept
of absolute truth. This is a concept itself which has become problematic, and as a theologian I believe the idea of absolute truth is a red herring. Theology is based primarily on the
interrelated events of salvation history, not on the discoveries of reason, and it assumes
that God is related to all things and all things are included within the divine being. This
idea of divine relativity and a relational view of truth can be defended without yielding to
the Hartshornian panentheistic identification of God with the world. If truth is not
absolute, but relational, as revealed in the doctrine of the Trinitarian Persons, then
Hodgson's philosophical concerns about Einsteinian relativity is muted. The idea of
absolute truth is more pantheistic than Trinitarian, and Einstein himself assumed a pantheistic notion of the absolute. Ironically, Ensteinian relativity affirms at least one absolute
truth; namely, the speed of light, which Craig and Hodgson reject, and presumably so
does Padgett despite the compelling proof of the Michelson-Morely experiment, which
has been repeated many times.
I do not believe Einsteinian relativity undermines Trinitarian orthodoxy, but it can be
used to illustrate how everything is relational. I do not accept the conclusion that this theory about truth being relational is self-contradictory as though it is an absolute statement
itself. Rather, this relational theory is not a theory about absolutism and relativism, but a

recognition that what we know grows out of the connectedness and contingency of life.
We do not live in a world of absolutes, but in a world of probabilities. That is why we as
Christians live by faith. The modernist worldview was preoccupied with absolutesabsolute precision, absolute clarity, absolute literalness-and without these absolutes one
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supposedly could not make genuine truth-claims. There is a growing recognition in contemporary thought that one can be more modest about what one claims to know without falling into skepticism. I believe the skepticism of the more extreme versions of postmodernism can be explained in part as a reaction to the narrowness and failure of the
modernist concept of the absolutely irrefutable truths of reason. Einsteinian relativity
should be not be confused with philosophical relativism, as Hodgson implies that it does.
Rather, Einsteinian relativity can help to explain diversity and differences in the world
without falling into skepticism and nihilistic relativism.
Einsteinian relativity thus does not have to lead to philosophical relativism or pantheistic absolutism. Another possibility is that it can also lead us to see the consistency and
coherence of the Boethian concept of eternity because it helps us to understand how the
future can already exist-that the real future of our world is already present for God
because the past, present, and future exist as an instant moment in eternity. Lorentzian
relativity does not accept the relativity of simultaneity; rather, the differences among inertial frames of references are about measurement only. Hence in Lorentzian relativity, only
the present exists and it is simultaneous for all inertial frames of reference, whereas in
Einsteinian relativity, there is no absolute present throughout the physical universe. For
example, it is theoretically possible to move into the future if we were able to travel at the
rate of nearly the speed of light.
There is thus a fundamental difference between Lorentz' Newtonian view and
Einsteinian relativity theory. This explains why Padgett is unrelenting in his judgment that
a Boethian concept of etemity is impossible. My point is that given the Einsteinian relativity theory, a Boethian view is intelligible and Padgett's denial of the real breakdown of
simultaneity among different inertial frames of reference reflects outdated science. In the
final analysis, Padgett's real disagreement is not with Boethius, but with Einstein.
Finally, Padgett thinks I should have discussed his and William Craig's works, and he
believes that I did not consult or even quote from Swinbume's major works on relativity.
Although my discussion of Padgett and Craig was contained in the footnotes and not in
the body of my essay, this was because my main purpose was to reply to Swinburne's
views on divine omniscience. However, I do think that I accurately reflected their views.
Padgett is mistaken, on the other hand, to say that Swinbume's major works on time
"are not discussed or even mentioned in a footnote." His views on time are well
explained in his works on The Coherence of Theism and The Christian Cod, which are
numerously discussed throughout my essay. Padgett was particularly concerned that I had
not discussed his work, Space and Time, but Padgett apparently did not look carefully
enough at my essay or otherwise he would have noticed that I discussed and footnoted
this particular work. What Padgett also did not notice is that Swinburne espoused a
traditional view of eternity at the time he wrote his major work, Space and Time (1968)
and not until later-after Pike's work (Cod and Timelessness, 1970) appeared- did
Swinburne shift his position against the traditional view of eternity 4 0 So apparently,
Swinburne's ideas of the philosophical and scientific notions of space and time did not
affect his views at all. Now it is true that I did not engage in a discussion about the merits
of Swinburne's espousal of a Newtonian view of space and time, but I did not intend to
do so because the scientific consensus is clear enough on this issue and I saw no need to
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discuss scientific views that are so far removed from the consensus of contemporary
scientific thought.
[n conclusion, while Lorentz was a great scientist whose experiments and theories
were transitional and led to Einsteinian physics, [ believe it is a serious mistake for
Christian apologists to embrace Lorentz's version of Newtonian physics. It is reminiscent
of the Scopes Monkey Trial, where well-meaning Christians were trying to overthrow
modem science and replace it with ad hoc explanations supposedly based on the Bible. In
the case of Einsteinian relativity, Hodgson thinks that absolute truth is at risk and Craig
fears the danger of positivism and materialism (as [ noted in my essay). A far more serious
theological problem that Hodgson and Craig find themselves facing is reducing God to
finiteness, if God has a future which subsequently moves into God's present, which then
fades into God's past. On the other hand, assuming the validity of Einsteinian relativity
that space-time is a single entity, God necessarily transcends time if God also transcends
space, for time and space are indivisible.
To be sure, we must use temporal language in speaking of what existed "before" time
and what will exist "after" time, but metaphor is one of the ways that language must function in speaking of transcendent realities. Theology has always spoken of God existing
"before" time, and now contemporary science speaks of an infinitesimally small, dense
soup of energy (one trillionth the size of a proton) existing "before time" when it tells us
spacetime came into existence with the Big Bang. It is a staggering thought to realize that
all the matter of the universe-the planets, the sun, the stars, the galaxies-emerged out of
that tiny burst of energy. Thus, time and space had a beginning and are like a single fabric.
[s this coherent? It is certainly counterintuitive, but it describes the way things really are as
established by scientific evidence and mathematical equations.
Finally, I find it puzzling that clear thinkers like Padgett and Craig whose Christian
orthodoxy is without question and who have been eloquent spokesman for Christian
faith would embrace out-of-date views of contemporary science. They would still be able
to maintain full divine omniscience if they were to embrace a Boethian version of the
traditional doctrine of eternity, which is a coherent argument especially in reference to
Einsteinian relativity theory. So why defy the scientific consensus? I also believe it is the
best theory to explain the biblical data on time. As I noted in the original article,
Gerhard von Rad demonstrated that the future events on earth appear in heaven as
already having happened in the Book of Daniel. The basis for accepting Boethius' view
of eternity is rooted in the theological exegesis of Scripture, but the philosophy of contemporary science illustrates that it is also a coherent view.
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THE PRACTICING SELF:
THEORY OF PERSONHOOD 1

DEAN G. BLEVINS

INTRODUCTION

Nature or nurture, ego or environment, self or social setting; personality theorists
have long struggled to construct a theory of personhood that adequately embraces
both influence and agency Early theories of determinism, whether socially
determined (Watson, Skinner) or internally driven (Freud) often left ego development, at best, as a mediating force with little real intentionality? Humanistic theories
<Rogers) often elevated human agency without fully explaining the etiology/
organizing schema of that selfsame agency in the face of social forces.3
With the onset of a postmodem emphasis on the social construction of the self,
personality theorists enjoy a new opportunity and challenge to adequately explain
the relationship between social construction and human "novelty" (what is unique
to human agency).4 Theorists working within Wesleyan circles understand articulating such a relationship is particularly important for a view of personhood that
theologically corresponds to the Wesleyan notion of "responsible" grace. s Often
human participation in the life of God, best conceived through soteriological
categories, include the idea of theosis or deification. 6 Often unstated is whether this
participatory nature is actually a part of our creatureliness. In other words, can
"participation" be understood as a part of theological anthropology through God's
first work of grace .. creation? Beyond deterministic models of ego development
and expressive articulations of human actualization, there may be a via media in the
idea of personality that engages and emerges from "practice," a term similar to
participation but one that suggests a particular quality in the participatory act.
The following is a preliminary exploration of human personality through the lens
of practice. This new description of the "self' anchored in the notion of "practice,"
suggests a term that describes conditioned but intentional action interrelated and
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often interdependent with social influence. The sources for this approach to the self reside
both within and outside traditional psychological theory. Theorists as divergent as philosophers Alasdair Macintyre, Calvin Schrag, and ritual theorist Catherine Bell provide
resources or perhaps "clues" that inform this theory. In addition, psychologist Erik H.
Erikson provides important additional theoretical support to inform this new construction
of "practicing" personhood.
CLUES TO THE PRACTICING SELF: THEORETICAL CONSIDERATIONS

Any development of the theory of the practicing self should probably address several
key considerations implicit in the definition and resident within the broader conversation
of personality theory today (the rise of postmodernity, the organic relationship between
person and community, the psychological warrants that inform theory construction). Each
consideration provides clues to a more fully informed idea of the practicing self. This
exploration proceeds through various frameworks, including:
A definition of what is meant by the term practice (since it will modify
notions of selfhood);
A framework for articulating the relationship between individual practice
and communal practice (explored under the rubric of ritual);
A dialog between this view of personhood and other postmodern
depictions of the self;
An exploration of one existing approach to personality theory, particularly
from a psychological viewpoint, that informs the final understanding of the
practicing self.
In a contemporary climate, each of these considerations informs an authentic view of the
self, beginning with the concept of practice. The study continues addressing social practice
via ritual, to postmodern notions of personhood. All three reviews provide a backdrop to
a conversation with personality theory.
DEFINING PRACTICE

The idea of practice emerges from early Greek philosophy, particularly Aristotle, but is
best articulated through contemporary philosopher Alasdair Macintyre in his text After
Virtue.7 MacIntyre offers a cogent definition of what constitutes appropriate human practice. Macintyre writes,
By a 'practice' I am going to mean any coherent and complex form of socially
established cooperative human activity through which goods internal to that
form of activity are realized in the course of trying to achieve those standards of
excellence, which are appropriate to, and partially definitive of, that form of
activity, with the result that human powers to achieve excellence, and human
conceptions of the ends and goods involved, are systematically extended.s
Maclntyre's definition reveals five basic characteristics of practice
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I ) Coherent activity (materially connected actions)
2) Complexity
3) Social acknowledgement and cooperation (i.e., a social fabric around the
practice)
4) Goods internal to the activity provide both impetus and means for judging
excellence and success (i.e., some worth intrinsic within the practice itself)
5) There are conceptual frameworks (i.e., a "grammar") within the practice that
provide the means to pursue and actually extend excellence.
Macintyre's definition will provide a later referent. For now, his articulation nuances the
difference between the term "participation" and "practice." We may participate in a number of socially engendered activities but not fully engage in practice. As Macintyre writes,
"Bricklaying is not a practice, architecture is. Planting turnips is not a practice, farming is.
So are the inquiries of physics, chemistry and biology, and so is the work of the historian,
and so are painting and music."9 In a sense Macintyre is arguing for an aesthetic quality to
the activity that participation does not always reference.
Macintyre offers one additional definition that is helpful in describing the nature of the
practicing self. In his definition of virtue, Macintyre writes,
A virtue is an acquired human quality the possession and exercise of which
tends to enable us to achieve those goods which are internal to practices and
the lack of which effectively prevents us from achieving any such goods. IO
Macintyre notes that participants must submit to the grammar of a practice and submit to
other practitioners in order to obtain a level of authentic practice. The willingness to do so
requires virtues like justice, courage and honesty to acknowledge both one's place and
one's need in relationship to the practice and other practitioners. Macintyre writes "every
practice requires a certain kind of relationship between those who participate in it.""
Regardless of personal preference, virtues define the type of relationship persons have as
they share purposes and practices.
Macintyre's definitions of practice and virtue inform not only a general definition of
personality, they also suggest a particular quality concerning the nature of an authentic
self. This qualitative reference may suggest goals for therapeutic care as well. More will be
said later.
PRACTICE AND RITUAL

Practice may also be a common term for articulating the relationship between various
aspects of the self and the social life of the community. As noted earlier, one of the postmodern challenges may well be to have a theory of relationships that describe both interpersonal and intrapersonal transactions in similar fashion, or at least acknowledges their
mirrored proc1ivities. 12 If "practice" defines the emergence of the self, perhaps "ritual," as a
socially defining term, provides additional clues to the nature of practice.
Catherine Bell notes in anthropology practice may have replaced the concept of "structure" as the dominant image for cultural analysis. 13 Bell writes,
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In contrast to the static view of structuralism, which tends to see human activity
as a matter of enacting cultural rules, practice theory claims to take seriously the
ways in which human activities, as formal as a religious ritual or as casual as a
midday stroll, are creative strategies by which human beings continually reproduce and reshape their social and cultural environments. 14

Bell chooses to focus on ritual as a form of cultural practice that integrates cultural
thought and action.
Bell asserts rituals are practices "that construct particular types of meanings and values
in specific ways." " Bell, in her own overview of ritual, notes that her approach to ritual is
relatively new. Previous studies have tended to emphasize overarching definitions that
link ritual to social cohesion and intensity, to the advance of symbolic information
through action, or to structured patterns of practices that spark mental concepts in
individuals. 16 Each approach to ritual, including social processes, symbolic meaning and
value, and tactical reasoning, provide helpful insight into a specific set of cultural activities.17
Bell, however, believes that no one ritual practice exists alone but is actually part of a
larger economy of practices. Bell writes,
It is usually one ceremony among many in the larger ritual life of a person or
community, one gesture among a multitude of gestures both sacred and profane, one embodiment among others of traditions of behavior down from one
generation to another. In other words, for each and every ritual, there is a thick
context of social customs, historical practices, and day-to-day routines that, in
addition to the unique factors at work in any given moment in time and space,
influence whether or how a ritual action is performed. 18
In this sense of ritual, each practice always exists within a larger economy of activities.
Exactly how knowledge is conveyed through ritual action is uncertain due to the
diversity of interpretations on the nature of ritual. Each gesture contributes to the larger
ritual. The arrangement and order of such gestures may create a different language or
"grammar" of meaning. 19 The symbolic meaning of each gesture in isolation must be
balanced against the broader ritual or practicing context. Within the psyche of the
participant the association of action and thought merge through either kinethesia or
synesthesia (or a combination of both) into a dawning awareness of greater meaning?O
Bell emphasizes that ritualized practices contribute to a world of cultural meaning. As
persons participate they gain a form of ritual mastery that begins to interpret the rest of
life situations in light of these practices. Mastery of ritualized practices creates a type of
embodied knowing which influences other situations in life by making them "more
coherent with the values of the ritualizing schemes."zi Corporate actions provide a new
perception of the world where mastery allows participants to see themselves and the
world differently.zz Bell argues that the ritual process focuses on the tel os of the anticipated
emergence of the new person or focuses upon the new consensus of values and behaviors that should shape the community but often ignoring the very processes that may
enhance or subvert this goal.23
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PRACTICE AND POSTMODERN DEPICTIONS OF PERSONHOOD

As already noted, postmodern philosophical discussions have also centered upon
issues of the illusive self. Calvin Schrag writes,
Confronted with the mosaic messages dealing with the death of the man (sid,
the demise of the author, and the deconstruction or dissimulation of the subject,
one finds oneself in a crisis of concepts relative to matters pertaining to the
human self, understood as subject and agent in discourse and action.24
Schrag responds to these shifting forces by embracing a four-fold postmodern depiction of
identity as the self in discourse (the narrating self), in action (the embodied/enacted self),
in community (the ethical praxis of the self), and as the self in transcendence (the self
before radical alterity). Each of Schrag's depictions answers "who" instead of "what"
questions concerning selfhood (not what is a self). Who is speaking, Who is acting, Who
responds to other selves, and Who stands within and before transcendence.25 Schrag is
not interested in reconciling all four depictions but each lend light upon a final
understanding practice and personality.
Schrag's definition of the "self-in-discourse" centers on the power of speech: past, present
and future. Noting the multiplicity of "changing profiles and even the "plurality of
language games," Schrag contends some sense of the self remains present to itself, past,
present and future, through discourse. 26 Yet there can be numerous discourses in a person's
life. What holds multiple discourses together is the presence of narrativity, an overarching
story-form that holds together various discourses across time.27 Ultimately Schrag argues
that for us to name the "who" in "who is talking" is to explore the narrative self identity,
overcoming the issue of time (continuity) in the telling of his/ her story,z8 He writes,
The story of the self is a developing story; a story subject to creative advance,
wherein the past is never simply a series of nows that have lapsed into non being, but a text, an inscription of events and experiences, that stands open to new
interpretations and new perspectives of meaning?9
Ultimately Schrag calls persons homo narrans, where the concept of character becomes
particularly relevant in identifying the various stages of the developing narrative concerning the self.3°
Along with the narrating self, Schrag incorporates the self in action, where character is
made explicit through concrete activity?' Schrag's definition of action seeks to overcome
the mindlbody split of previous philosophical traditions by naming the material, the reality
that we are embodied knowers engaged in reflective (praxis) bodily involvements and
activities.32 Schrag notes that embodiment provides an understanding of space the same
way narrative provides a means for the self to occupy time. He writes,
The body as a dimension of selfhood does not occupy space- at least not in the
sense that one would speak of a coffee cup taking up room in its being placed
on a table, or being placed anywhere for that matter. The body inhabits space, it
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does not simply occupy it.

Shrag's emphasis on embodiment leads to actions. Actions, however, are not isolated,
they exist in a framework of communicative praxis, deliberative decision making, via
agencies of empowerment and enactmentH Actions are also embedded in broader social
practices (remembering and reclaiming the pasO, while actions are also anticipatory of
future events: "of future practices yet to be performed."l4
Schrag's emphasis on discourse and action, rhetoric and praxis, leads to political
considerations of living in community. Schrag offers that narrative and action always
occur in the presence of interlocutors (the "who" of community) who often influence any
understanding of selfhood, "engendering a shift of focus from the self as present to itself
to the self as present to, for, and with the other."ls Schrag acknowledges that there is a
tension between the "we-experience" and the "I-experience," but maintains that
community is crucial for narrative and action. "Community is more like the binding
textuality of our discourse and the integrating purpose of our action."36 Community,
framed in the Greek concept of polis, implies certain ethical and moral dimensions to
living, so that self-actualization always exists within communal interdependence. The
desire of self-actualization introduces the function of responsivity (to the community)
while the complementary necessity of interdependence calls forth the function of
responsibility (with its moral implications in a social world>. Disceming the relationship
between responsivity and responsibility becomes the task of the conscience (supplying the
moral dimension to the narrative of self in community); however, Schrag does not understand "conscience" as conjured subjectivity, but as a response to the "other."l7 This
hermeneutical determination of action overtums the notion that the self is purely contextdetermined, but leaves open the necessity of the acting self as context-conditioned.38
Finishing the tour Schrag closes by exploring the self in transcendence. Schrag begins
noting that each previous view carries implicit references to the transcendent. That
discourse always includes a surplus of meaning, action gestures toward more than what
the self has already become, and community always suggests even greater configurations
of social practices and communal involvements beyond the immediate matrix 39 This
allows Schrag to acknowledge a sense of alterity, a notion of "that which is Other."
Philosophically Schrag is reluctant to posit the full nature of the Other as distinct from, or
continuous with, creation. He also notes in a postmodem world that a claim to "universality"
is problematic if it flattens notions of diversity, heterogeneity and the incommensurability
of certain concepts. Instead, Schrag calls for a notion of "transversal," a concept where the
alterity of the Other becomes defined by the infinite complexity of various perspectives in
an open-textured gathering of expanding possibilities. He writes, "As such it is a dynamics
of unification that is always an 'ing,' a process of unifying, rather than an 'ed,' a finalized
result.40 The interweaving and holding together of pattems characterizes a transcendent
Other (God) described most by love. The existence of the personal self before this
Transcendent Other is best understood as a surplus of that love, of gift, out of which the
self responds.
Schrag's definition of the transcendence probably deserves greater nuance (Jjke the
other descriptions>. As a collage <with Bell's description of ritual and Maclntyre's definition
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of practice) the various descriptions provide clues to a framing of the practicing self.
However, such clues may be incomplete without resources from within the field of
personality theory. Are there theorists whose views resonate with the description set forth
in philosophy and social theory? One such theorist provides bridge-points, Erik H. Erikson.
ERIK ERIKSON, CONVERSATIONS AROUND PRACTICE

Within the field of psychology one theorist may prove particularly helpful in fleshing
out how the concept of practice informs the self. Erik Erikson's work is often "flattened"
in many basic psychology textbooks due to his stage theory, the eight ages of the life
cycle: ' Admittedly this theory is predominant in his work. 42 Unfortunately the heavy
influence of the universality of the stages tends to bestow Erikson with the now dubious
label of modemist. Erikson, like most stage theorists, tended to faU into disrepute with
postmodem critiques. Critics implicitly or explicitly assume that any theory developed on
enlightenment principles that mitigate altemative theories of the social construction of the
self. 43 Recovering Erikson's contributions, however, may be helpful even in the midst of
postmodem critique, particularly in understanding the practicing self.
Erik Erikson's contributions to personality theory, particularly as an extension of an
admitted psychoanalytic framework, provide key insights into the notion of practice and
self-hood. Erikson, from as early as 1944, tried to relate the interior world of the child in
development with the circumstances of society, culture and history. In doing so he
distanced himself to some degree from his contemporaries in psychoanalytic thought
{including both Sigmund and Anna Freud):4 While influential in religious circles,
particularly Christian education, the fullness of his theory is often overlooked in a
postmodem milieu'"
This oversight might be problematic since the psychoanalytic tradition (which shaped
Erikson) remains evident in postmodem circles. Sigmund Freud's influence is clear,
particularly through such postmodem thinkers as Jacques Lacan and Michel Foucault,
though many struggle to reconcile Freud's deconstructive contributions with his modem
inclinations: 6 Sophie Freud acknowledges the limits of her grandfather's theories, but also
recasts them in more current contextual theories of neuroscience and cognitive theory to
situate him in a postmodem context. 47 Carl Jung, a theorist with a long history of dialogue
with Christian thought48 also undergoes reconsideration regardless of Jung's reputation as
the epitome of modernist thinking:9 lung appears to contribute substantially to a
postmodem perspective, particularly opposing the over-rational world by skirting pure
scientific reasoning. 50 Erikson, as a member of this tradition might stand equal re-visioning
within a postmodem framework. 51
ERIKSON'S CONTRIBUTIONS

As noted Erikson is often best known for his eight ages or stage theory that he constantly addresses in his publications. Erikson is clearly a unique theorist, combining his aesthetic
interests as an artist with his scientific rationality to provide a kind of left hand (imaginative)
and right hand (rational) view of human personalitys2 Erikson himself emphasized the
"art-and-science" of psychoanalysis.'3 Contemporary psychologists often see Erikson as a
helpful dialog partner to later expressions of psychoanalytic thinking such as object
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relations or other transactional theories, providing both a bridge and a critique to these
newer theories. 54 One might debate whether Erikson's own perspective changed over the
years, from an early indebtedness to Freud to a later incorporation of Christian existential
thought. Nevertheless, Erikson is seen as a major transitional figure in analytic thought,
and his general "psychosocial" perspective makes his theory inviting.55
There are key tenets to Erikson's thought that might inform any theory construction of
the practicing self. Each tenet in and of itself provides a nuanced understanding of personality, understood variously as the ego, identity and self (distinct but overlapping terms) S6
However, the interplay between the personal and the social reveals particular insight. 57
Beyond actual stage theory, the interplays addressed include: I) Erikson's description of
the interaction between epigenesis (as a biological and psychological drive theory) with
ethos; 2) his appreciation of historical actuality in conversation with an existential
self/ social awareness; and 3) his acknowledgement of the place of interpersonal ritual and
personal virtue (a key component to Macintyre as welD . Categorical combinations may
appear arbitrary and overlapping to be sure, however, they do provide a framework for
exploration.
EPIGENESIS AND ETHOS

Erikson might best be appreciated for his underlying psycho-social theory of epigenesis
in relationship. Epigenesis, a theory borrowed from embryology, addresses the step-bystep growth of fetal organs. Erikson believed the concept could analogically describe all
facets of growth of the human organism (including ego developmentJ.58 This growth
includes crucial developmental crises that affect the overall maturation project. Ultimately,
Erikson's identity development theory contains not only biological and psychological
tasks; it contains social interaction as well. Erikson distinguishes his theory from the
traditional psychoanalytic theory, the individual's inner "economics" of drive and
defense/ 9 opting instead for an "ecology" that includes biological, psychic and communal
forces that are mutually interdependent and developmental. 6o Erikson states:
We must find the nexus of social images and of organismic forces- and this not
merely in the sense that her images and forces are, as the saying goes, "interrelated." More than this : the mutual complementation of ethos and ego, of group
identity and ego identity, puts a greater common potential at the disposal of
both ego synthesis and social organization 6l
Erikson's perspective fueled his stage theory, and also introduced key social "institutions"
(motherhood, parenting, school, etc.) crucial to growth. However, true to Erikson's lefthanded thinking, theorists are left with a "chicken-and-egg" question, whether the ego
exists as a result of conditioning by social forces or whether social institutions exist due to
the needs of the individual? Obviously any answer proves incomplete; however, it
becomes clear that Erikson saw his theory informing not only ego identity but also guiding also our understanding of social organization (at least the quality of said organizations).
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ACTUALITY AND AWARENESS

Erikson's interest in the psychosocial leads him to an expanding interaction with not
only the immediate social world but also with the larger historical setting persons find
themselves in. This view arises from Erikson's central conviction that the 'socio' part of
identity requires an awareness of the community that exists/influences the individual. As
Erikson says, "No ego is an island to itself."62 Erikson develops this historical consciousness
first by developing the concept of actuality in response to psychoanalysis' emphasis upon
psychological "reality" or an interior emphasis on self-awareness opposed to broader social
condition (or outerworld). Erikson writes,
Maybe our habitual reference to man's environment as an "outer world" attest,
more than any other single item, to the fact that the world of that intuitive and
active participation which constitutes most of our waking life is still foreign
territory to our theory. This term more than any other, represent the Cartesian
strait jacket we have imposed on our model of man, who in some of our
writings seems to be most himself when reflecting horizontally-like a supine
baby or a reclining patient, or like Descartes himself, taking to his bed to cogitate
on the extensive world 63
Erikson opposes such a view, even correcting some of Freud's insights by positing that
persons" acting out" might have meaning beyond interior drives 64 Instead Erikson argues
for a reality that includes a state of being actual, present, current, and immediate.
Actuality (as an awareness of actual external events) complements rather than
invalidates self-awareness. Erikson continues,
Reality, then (to repeat this), is the world of phenomenal experience, perceived
with a minimum of distortion and a maximum of customary validation agreed
upon in a given state of technology and culture; while actuality is the world of
participation, shared with other participants with a minimum of defensive
maneuvering and a maximum of mutual activation. 6s
This complementary awareness drives Erikson to consider not only social actuality but also
historical actuality as a primary locus for understanding personal self-knowledge and
personal participation. Such awareness drew Erikson into his interest in psycho-history, such
as Hitler, Luther, Gandhi, and Thomas Jefferson. 66 In these investigations the material actions
of "psycho-historical actualities" (historical facts) have immediate impact on current health. 67
Yet in the midst of Erikson's emphasis on historical forces and participation, he was
also interested in the immediate experiencing self. Erik would speak the 'T in
conversation with the "we." Erikson writes,
I mean the sense of ''j'' that is the individual's central awareness of being a
sensory and thinking creature endowed with language, who can confront a self
(composed, in fact, of a number of selves), and can construct a concept of an
unconscious ego.68
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Erikson saw this "1" endowed, he writes, "with a sense of being centered and active, whole
and aware-and thus overcoming a feeling of being peripheral or inactivated, fragmented
and obscured."69 In 1982, Erikson did not see the study of this existential, "personological"
and linguistic "fact" of the ''I'' a prominent intellectual project, even though this overarching
awareness created continuity for people experiencing multiple experiencing selves over
time. However the theme is the very focal point of his most in-depth treatment of Jesus'
Galilean sayings. 70 Erikson asserted that this self-experiencing also included the capacity to
enter into a deep relationship of mutual understanding, a "we," 71 that included our
awareness of significant others (the "thou" of a mother) and of our own interior "self'
which Erikson describes as "almost any Inner Other."n Erikson's existential view of the
self, in conversation with his belief in "actual" participation, illuminates Erik's interest in
both a personal, social and historical "awareness" in describing the experiencing self.
RITUAL AND VIRTUE

Erikson's depiction of actuality (actual sociaVhistorical influences in people's lives) leads
him to an understanding that personal identity is deeply conditioned by one's response to
these same influences via rituals. Human beings are homo ludens as well as homo sapiens.73
Erikson defines ritual as a "certain kind of informal and yet prescribed interplay between
persons who repeat it at meaningful intervals and in recurring
contexts."74 Ritualization (beginning with the ritual interplay between mother and newborn) does more than describe the activities of interchange that meet needs of babe and
mother. The everyday distinctive patterns between parent and child also frame the child's
emergent understanding of the "Other," (indeed the primary Other according to Erikson)
and the 'T' (as distinguished as the Not Other). Ritualization, as concrete human activity,
forms more than informs self-identity?5
Erikson finds correspondence between everyday ritualizations and the grand rituals of
the culture in which these activities take place (including the institutions that sustain
persons on their journey through the life course). The correspondence of personal and cultural practice becomes particularly important as it ushers in a sense of the numinous for
Erikson, which he calls "the aura of hallowed presence."76 Erikson continues, "the numinous assures us, ever again, of separateness transcended and yet also of distinctiveness confirmed, and thus of the very basis of a sense of '1."'77 The concept of ritualization reveals a
form of self that emerges from practice, not only in the engagement of child and mother,
but in the engagement with other meaningful expressions of human action and interaction.
Erikson notes that rituals are "playful," yet they also embody serious responses born
out of human interaction. However Erikson indicates it is a myth to assume that "play" is
only a childhood mode. Erikson also acknowledges that these actions can be harmful,
distinguishing between dynamic ritualizations and compulsive ritualisms that restrict
human vision and action.78 Even grand ritual patterns run this danger. Erikson writes,
The greatest ritualizations can eventually become repetitive and the minutest
daily rituals compulsive-whereupon devotion to revered images can become
idolism, adherence to detailed laws can become legalism, and reliance on dogma
can become dogmatism?9
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Overall, however, Erikson sees ritualization as an active process that not only situates
relations between persons but also with society and the boundaries of transcendence.
Erikson's emphasis on activity (ritualization) is complemented by one additional theory,
the role of virtues. Erikson ties virtues directly to the psychosocial stages, but their overall
characteristics are particularly helpful for this investigation. Bo Erikson was aware that there
would be a tendency to associate his idea of virtue with genetic predisposition (character
"traits") and tries meticulously to avoid this misunderstanding while also acknowledging
virtues remain a "natural" process. Erikson's basic definition of virtue would be adaptive
strength, the ability to negotiate and resolve the key turning points (crises) along the life
cycle. Yet adaptive strength remains more than merely covert survival theory (following
Freud or Darwin), and resists placing humanity at the center of all things. 81 Virtues are
susceptible to aberration, but they remain necessary to Erikson's understanding of
personhood. He writes,
The basic virtues enumerated here have their illusory side which can develop into
grand delusions of vain virtuousness, and lead to specific rages of disillusionment.
Yet each is indispensable, and each is necessary for the ensemble which is man at
his most balanced; while all in moment of humor and wisdom, in prayer,
meditation, and self-analysis, can be charitably transcended. B2
These virtues, like ritualizations, are vitally connected to the person's life cycle and social
relationships 83 The virtues speak to both inward capacity (strength .. though an ineffable
quality for Erikson for all his precision with other concepts) and interpersonal mutuality.B4
Erikson's concepts are helpful in a construal of the practicing self that takes seriously
both the "outer-world" and the "inner-world" of identity There does seem to be
resonance with a number of theorists on the notion of practice as a social (ritual) as well
as personal strategic activity (ritualizations), a concept that dialogs with constructive
postmodern deliberations about the nature of the self. Collectively these theories
interweave to form a mosaic of personality that emerges through practice.
PERSONALITY AND PRACTICE

Keeping in mind the four theoretical streams reviewed one might begin to construct or
describe a personality theory under the rubric of practice, both as a hermeneutic for
individual and social behavior. The practicing self begins in biological actions that are
embedded within a social matrix much like Bell's larger ritual actions always occur in a
matrix of social practices. As the body grows and adapts (following Erikson's notions of
epigenesis) the child also interacts with surrounding sources of care and influence. Human
"personality" emerges in patterned interactions or micro-practices (ritualization for Erikson)
reveal coherent and consistent exchanges between child and care-giver/environment.
These smaller ritual practices resemble broader rituals embedded in the fabric of society.

Meaning is bestowed in both circumstances as the ritual micro-practices situate themselves
and personal responses encourage a sense of mastery (empowerment) and meaning.
If Erikson is correct, identity (ego) emerges both as a differentiation between a personal
awareness of "self' and external "others" (caregivers) and between self and "inner-other"
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(representations of caregivers and child) by means of these actual rituals/practices. Human
acting (practice) and human identity intertwine, much like human empowerment and
social identity intertwine in social ritual. "J" do not possess practices, T' am also constituted
as a result of practices that occur in a social/relational environ. Human practice and
human identity mutually intertwine within an interpersonal web of relationships. The
practices constitute an ''I'' alongside a "We" (if Erikson is accurate) as complex relations
(interpersonal and intrapersonal "grammar") expands over the life course.
The emergence of the practicing self always occurs in conversation with the
historical/cultural circumstance, with the existential awareness of who "J" am in relation to
"we," and with an anticipation of future growth since the epigenetic process does not
stop. These temporal stages reveal the ongoing story of the "my" life in narrative fashion.
Negotiating between these three temporal influences (past, present and future) requires
adaptive strength or "virtue" to insure intemal impetus in the face of contextual forces. In
this framework of personhood, virtue may serve both MacIntyre's and Erikson's definitions
of authenticity, empowerment, as well as adaptive strength. Virtue enables the practicing
self to achieve a quality of development (the "goods") necessary to be authentic. Virtue
allows one to "seek the good within the practice" as MacIntyre alludes, by seeking the
good (adaptation) of emerging personality in the face of contextual forces . The concept of
virtue emerges as an important bridging category, since personal agency and contextual
participation become inter-joined via enactment. One can acknowledge that the quality of
the selfs "response" (virtue) to contextual forces includes interior consideration or agency
which mitigates against social construction as purely social manipulation.
Existentially "(" emerge from the practices (ritualizations) embedded in society
However, T' become self-aware and aware of the "other" through interpersonal,
intra personal, and transversal practices all resident in life. Ultimately ''I'' become aware
how one's life must conform to some intuited grammar construed through the various
practices, and can conceive of my own life as a given practice (operating in society as a
matrix of rituals as welD. This nuanced concept of personhood acknowledges that human
response must always be authentic to personal practice as well as social/ historical
influence. Such a view helps to differentiate this approach from a strict behaviorism. It
also opens the door to therapeutic concems as counselors and ministers attend to the
authenticity of personal practice.
Education and counseling the practicing self would take into consideration the "actuality"
(Erikson) or social fabric (MacIntyre), as well as the psychological state of the person.
Counseling questions might actually attend to MacIntyre's emphasis on the person's sense
of coherence and the person constitutes their sense of intrinsic worth. Attending to this
type of "grammar" reveals the range of practices necessary to pursue wholeness. The
language of "grammar" might actually guide the counselor's selection of appropriate
therapeutic methods. This hermeneutic might be more fruitful than other strategies that
acknowledge the range of therapeutic practices, but do little to guide counselors beyond
advocating for "responsible eclecticism."Bs Therapy itself might be seen as a ritual action
but also one that occurs in a myriad of practices that contribute to health.
Beyond counseling strategies, MacIntyre's typology, in conversation with Schrag, might
provide a fruitful postmodem personality theory. For instance, considering the practicing
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self as a coherent activity raises questions concerning the forces that hold personhood
together with some material connectedness. One might begin with Schrag's treatment in
how the practicing selfs actions cohere over time (through narrative), space (embodied
action) and relationship (Characterl. Personal development is not merely a series of stages,
instead development continues with an ever increasing complexity of the self, often based
on the number of rituals and emergent virtues that are always in conversation. This ongoing complexity may graciously mirror the complex relations of the triune God,
relations whose transversal complexity far exceeds human complexity, expressed in
humans as a form of "gift." This need not imply a natural continuity between divinity and
humanity, as Schrag notes, the sheer range of complex relationships in the
transversal/triune God creates a different sense of transcendence but one perhaps more
radical than previously imagined. 86 However, the potential complexity resident in this
view of human personhood does suggest that the "image and likeness" of the triune God,
a gift to humanity, might reveal itself in the myriad practices that bring persons and
communities together in specific ways. Certainly particular social "rituals" (liturgy) might
then transform via the Spirit of God in rewriting the "grammar" of one's life in dramatic
fashion. Yet this transformative process (and the dramatic "events" resident within them)
would not be alien to those practices that do influencelconstitute the self. Transformation
of persons involves the transformation of the social/ritual matrix that form and inform
personal practices. No matter how immediate and dramatic transformative moments
might be, ultimately persons would need to be adopted into communities where more
redemptive practices form and inform their own sense of personhood via myriad practices
resident in the community and emergent in themselves.
CONCLUSION

As originally noted, Maddox's notion of Responsible grace (or John Cobb's Grace and
Responsibility) portrays Wesley's proclivity to explain human transformation as a response
to the prevenient grace of God in its various expressions. 8? The idea of practice tries to
take such activity seriously by noting this responsive "participation" becomes constitutive
of our creatureliness or at least a significant aspect of our humanity. This view of selfhood
is somewhat similar to James Fowler's attempt to make faith a human universal, a style of
knowing and valuing that results in meaning-making. 88 If Fowler's notion of faith is
important, though primarily as a cognitive exercise (open to the same critique Erikson
gives psychoanalytic preoccupation with a cognitive view of reality), then "practice" may
be a complementary, or perhaps a more satisfactory, notion of selfhood.
However, it may be that Erikson's cautionary approach proves equally helpful since
theorizing from human experience is always a perilous task. Remarking on a meeting he
once held with Jean Piaget, Erikson reflects the differences between empiricism and clinical
method. He then notes the tenuousness of his own clinical approach. Erikson writes,
Much less cautious [than empiricistsJ, we speak with relative ease of the core of
man's personality and of stages in its development. But then, our subjects want
to become whole; and the clinician must have some theories and methods
which offer the patient a whole world to be whole in. Mistaking our patients'
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gratitude for verification, we are sometimes sure that we could explain or even
guide mankind if it would only consent to be our collective patient. 89

The desire to help people become "whole," in a theological sense to be fully participatory
with God, may also influence this depiction. This theory of personhood certainly needs to
be challenged for its potential theoretical limitations, as well as its experiential "gaps."
Hopefully, however, this new view of personhood provides a departing point for a fresh
investigation of personality and theology.
The idea of "being" woven into the theological construal of creation is the logic of
practice. This view of a "practiced" personality theory corresponds to a theological
anthropology of responsible grace, where the very "practice" of response corresponds to
the fabric of human personhood (creative grace) as well as divine influence (prevenient
grace). Identity and responsive action are intertwined in the constitution of our humanity
as well as in the salvation of our personhood. This definition of personhood might also
support the idea that salvation is not just the restoration of the image of God (in the
primitive sense of the first Adam) but a continuation of the initial project, theosis, woven in
the fabric of our being.
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CELEBRATING ETERNITY:
CHRISTIAN WORSHIP AS A FORETASTE
OF PARTICIPATION IN THE TRIUNE GOD
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'The character of worship is always decided by the worshipper's conception of God and ... relation to God: that is to say, whatever its ritual
expression may be, it always has a theological basis."' - Evelyn
Underhill'
"But the hour is coming, and is now here, when the true worshippers
will worship the Father in spirit and truth, for the Father seeks such
as these to worship him." -John 423
"After this I looked, and there was a great multitude that no one
could count, from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and
languages, standing before the throne and before the Lamb, robed in
white, with palm branches in their hands. They cried out in a loud
voice, saying, 'Salvation belongs to our God who is seated on the
throne, and to the Lamb!' And all the angels stood around the
throne and around the elders and the four living creatures, and they
fell on their faces before the throne and worshiped God, singing,
'Amen I Blessing and glory and wisdom and thanksgiving and honor
and power and might be to our God forever and ever! Amen.'"
-Revelation 7:9-12 (NR5V)
In the eyes of many contemporary theologians, the greatest contribution the
twentieth century discussion has made to their discipline has been the renaissance of
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trinitarian theology. In the opinion of many contemporary practitioners, the greatest need
of the church at the tum of the twenty-first century is for a thorough-going renewal of
worship. Despite the continual clamor for, and even the halting steps toward renewal that
have been evident over the last several years, Ralph Martin's judgment rings as true today as
it did in 1982, when he declared, "'Renewal of worship' is indeed a noble slogan, but the
results that have accrued after two or three decades of serious study, suggestive adaptations, and revised liturgies have been meagre."2
Martin was not content to bemoan the situation, however. He also pinpointed a crucial
cause of the malaise: "One reason for this scantiness lies in a failure to construct a systematic
theology of worship."3 He is surely correct in suggesting that worship renewal must be
undergirded by, and flow out of, a solid worship theology. Yet his implied prescription
requires augmentation. The systematic theology of worship that can serve as a foundation
for renewal does not arise sui generis, but must be rooted in something deeper. More
specifically, a truly helpful theology of worship requires a profound understanding and
particular application of the Christian teaching regarding the triunity of God. Only then
can the church's practice of worship be grounded in its proper theological basis.
Nthough trinitarian theology and a renewal of Christian worship may at first glance
appear to be disparate, they are not only closely connected but also integrally related. In
the patristic era, the teaching about God as triune to a large degree arose out of the
practices of the community. Today' s situation calls for a reversal of this direction. The
recent renaissance of theological interest in the doctrine of the Trinity not only can but
also must provide a needed resource for the renewal of contemporary church practice in
general and for renewal in the worshiping life of the people of God in particular.
Taking a cue from what is increasingly emerging as a consensus among theologians,
in what follows I offer a sketch of the manner in which I believe communal Christian
worship arises out of, is intimately linked to, and therefore ought to reflect the trinitarian
dynamic. To this end, I begin by reviewing the central themes of what has become in
many Protestant circles the "classic" theology of worship. I then expand the classic view
by drawing insights from the patristic concept of salvation as theosis. Finally, I offer a broad
synopsis of the implications of our eschatological participation in the triune life for a trinitarian-theological understanding of worship.
EXTOLLING GOD: THE "CLASSIC" THEOLOGY OF WORSHIP

Writing in 1936, Evelyn Underhill began her widely-read treatment of the topic by
declaring, "Worship, in all its grades and kinds, is the response of the creature to the
Etemal.'" In saying this, she sounded a note that finds echo in many descriptions of the
phenomenon. Thus, in her entry in the HarperCollins Bible Dictionary, Susan Rattray
defines worship as "the attitude and acts of reverence to a deity."s Wayne Grudem
sounds a similar note, when he declares, "Worship is the activity of glorifying God in his
presence with our voices and hearts." 6 In his essay on the topic in the Evangelical
Dictionary of Theology, R. C. Rayburn echoes these sentiments: "to worship God is to
ascribe to him the worth of which he is worthy."7 And in his paradigmatic definition of
worship, Ralph Martin reflects the same idea, while adding a connection to the conduct
of the worshipper' "Worship is the dramatic celebration of God in his supreme worth in
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such a manner that his 'worthiness' becomes the norm and inspiration of human living."8
Descriptions of worship such as these are, of course, helpful. As many scholars have
pointed out, "worship" basically means attributing worth or honor to one who is worthy.9 Yet, as important as the focus on the divine worthiness is, left by itself it cannot
take us to the heart of Christian worship. For this reason, most recent theologies of
worship delve deeper into the topic, generally augmenting the basic definition with two
additional themes.
First, in their descriptions of Christian worship, theologians often enrich the general
conception by delineating exactly what about God is worthy of adoration. God is to be
worshiped, they declare, because of who God is. Thus, the nineteenth century Baptist
scholar, Alvah Hovey asserts, "By worship we mean the homage of the soul paid to God in
view of his attributes and prerogatives."lo More recently, Everett Hamson defined worship
in a similar manner, as "the lifting up of the redeemed spirit toward God in contemplation
of his holy perfection." I I [n addition to extolling God because of the divine perfections,
theologians routinely suggest that worship is evoked by what God does. Like many of his
colleagues, Dale Moody brings the two together. After asserting, "Worship is devotion to
that which is of supreme worth,12 he adds, "the most basic thing in Christian worship
seems to be gathering together to celebrate the acts of God in creation and redemption." 13
Such declarations are in keeping with the spirit of scriptural texts that direct the focus
of worship to the divine being, together with the divine action in creation and redemption.
Repeatedly the biblical texts enjoin us to attribute worth to the God who is the Holy One.
The Psalmist typifies the writers of scripture: "Ascribe to the LORD the glory of his name;
worship the LORD in holy splendor" (Psa. 29:2 NRSV; see also 96:8; I Chron. 16:29).
When we follow this admonition, we not only join the ancient Hebrew community and
the church of all ages, but we also unite our voices with the angelic hosts, who continually
proclaim, "Holy, holy, holy, the Lord God the Almighty, who was and is and is to come"
(Rev. 4:8 NRSV; see also Isa. 6:3), The scripture texts also speak about worshiping God
because of the divine action in creating the universe. Repeatedly the biblical writers declare
that as Creator, God is worthy of awe and praise (e.g., Psa. 29:3-10l. For example, in his
vision of the heavenly court, John observed the twenty-four elders (who symbolize the
whole people of God) declare, "You are worthy, our Lord and God, to receive glory
and honor and power, for you created all things, and by your will they existed and
were created" (Rev. 4; I I NRSV).
Above all, however, the biblical writers direct worship toward the God who acts
savingly on behalf of creatures. The Old Testament prophets continually admonished
Israe[ to worship the God who had graciously entered into covenant with them (I
Chron. 16: 15) and as a result had done great wonders (v. 12), especially in rescuing them
from their enemies. According to the New Testament, the focal point of God's saving
work is Jesus. For this reason, as we gather to commemorate the foundational events of
our redemption, we extol the One who in Christ delivered us from bondage to sin, the
One who" so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in
him may not perish but may have etemallife" (john 3: 16 NRSv).
In addition to delineating why God is worthy of worship, theological treatises often
connect worship to a second theme, namely, God's intention for creatures. For example,
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Hughes Oliphant Old begins his study of Refonned worship by declaring "We worship
God because God created us to worship him." l4 Geoffrey Wainwright echoes the point.
"As creator and redeemer, Cod calls for worship on the part of humankind." ls Grudem,
in tum, takes the matter a step further, seeing worship as an aspect of our human vocation.
In his estimation, worship is "a direct expression of our ultimate purpose for living" which,
citing biblical texts such as Ephesians I 12 (but also reminiscent of the Westminster
Catechism), he describes as "to glorify God and fully to enjoy him forever."l6 Rather than
limiting the concept to humans, Underhill extends the worshiping vocation to encompass
all creation: "There is a sense in which we may think of the whole life of the Universe,
seen and unseen, conscious and unconscious, as an act of worship, glorifying its Origin,
Sustainer, and End."17
This theme can also claim scriptural warrant. The biblical authors repeatedly announce
that the fundamental purpose of all creation is to glorify Cod. Thus, the Psalmist indicates
that extolling God's glory is the divinely-given task of nature: "The heavens are telling the
glory of Cod; and the firmament proclaims his handiwork" Wsa. 19: I NRSV). As God's
special creation and the recipients of Cod's special concern, humans are especially called
to praise their Creator, and this, according to the Psalmist, is not a drudgery' "How good it
is to sing praises to our God; for he is gracious, and a song of praise is fitting" Wsa. 147·1
NRSVl. Furthennore, Christians have been purchased by Christ so that they might exist
for the sake of Cod's glory. Paul asserts that Cod predestined us to be adopted into the
divine family and included us "in Christ," so that we might live "to the praise of [Cod'sl
glorious grace that he freely bestowed on us in the Beloved" (Eph. 1:6 NRSV; cf. I I 1141. In fact, the apostle is convinced that the joyous task of praising God will not end with
the passing of life as we now know it. Rather, throughout eternity we will continue to
bring glory to Cod by being those through whom Cod is able to show the incomparable
riches of the divine grace (Eph. 2 :6-7).
The commonly-voiced theme of extolling God is helpful in providing a theological
context for understanding worship. Yet, even when enhanced by the themes suggested in
the preceding paragraphs, this perspective does not encapsulate fully the foundational
motif of Christian worship. Although it points in the right direction, the widely-articulated
"classic" Protestant view cannot provide an adequate basis for a worship theology that is
able to foster a truly effectual renewal of worship in Christ's church.
PARTICIPATING IN GOD: THE FOUNDATION OF A TRINITARIAN THEOLOGY OF WORSHIP

Worship does involve extolling God, of course. Nevertheless, the classic conception of
worship must be expanded. Christian worship, I would suggest, entails glorifying
the Cod disclosed in the biblical narrative who, in accordance with the divine
eternal intention, glorifies us in Christ by the indwelling presence of the Spirit who
brings us to participate in the divine life. As the trinitarian structure of this description
indicates, a truly helpful theology of worship must be trinitarian. Indeed, the ultimate
theological basis for worship lies in the eternal trinitarian dynamic and, by extension, in
God's intention that we participate in that dynamic, which constitutes the telos of our
existence and the final goal of the divine work of salvation. Allow me to explicate this
idea. The contemporary rediscovery of trinitarian theology has brought a renewed interest
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in the concept of participation in the divine life. For example, Anglican theologian Peter
Adam writes, "We should not regard the call to imitate Christ as being anything less than
trinitarian: for the Son has been sent by the Father, and is empowered by the Spirit. The
example of Christ is an insight into the Trinity, and the imitation of Christ is a participation
in the life of the Trinity."IB Similarly, James Torrance asserts, "By sharing in Jesus' life of
communion with the Father in the Spirit, we are given to participate in the Son's etemal
communion with the Father,"19 and hence in the trinitarian life of God. 20
This contemporary focus is surely correct. The doctrine of the Trinity was birthed in the
patristic era out of an intense interest on the part of church leaders to maintain the biblical
kerygma, the gospel of God's saving action in Christ. During the heated controversies of the
day, Athanasius declared unequivocally that unless the Son and the Spirit are fully divine,
we are not truly saved through their work. Hence, if Jesus is not fully God incamate, he
argued, we cannot receive divine life in him.21 And if the Spirit who enters our hearts as
believers is not fully divine, we do not become sharers of the divine nature through the
Spirit's presence. 22 [n both of these arguments, Athanasius appealed to a particular understanding of the nature and goal of God's saving activity. Like other Greek fathers, he
viewed salvation as participation in the divine nature, life or glory. This perspective, which
is often denoted "deification" (theosis), has been deemed by many theologians throughout
church history to be simply the outworking of the general New Testament idea of the
nature of salvation. Nevertheless, it finds its most direct biblical basis in Peter's declaration:
His divine power has given us everything needed for life and godliness, through
the knowledge of him who called us by his own glory and goodness. Thus he
has given us, through these things, his precious and very great promises, so that
through them you may escape from the corruption that is in the world because
of lust, and may become participants of the divine nature (2 Pet. 1:3-4 NRSV) .

Theosis, or the idea of participation in the divine life, found its classical articulation in the
Greek fathers, for whom it provided the soteriological basis for an innovative anthropology.
The patristic thinkers were not content with the philosophical principle that the human
person is a microcosm of the universe. Rather, they claimed that the true greatness of
humankind lies in being a "deified anima)"23 or a created existence "which has received
the command to become a god,"24 to cite the descriptions offered by Gregory of
Nazianzus. The eighth century theologian, John of Damascus, reiterated this crucial idea,
when he declared regarding the human person, "here, that is, in the present life, his life is
ordered as an animal's, but elsewhere, that is, in the age to come, he is changed and to
complete the mystery-becomes deified by merely inclining himself towards God; becoming deified, in the way of participating in the divine glory and not in that of a change into
the divine being.""
As the final phrase in this statement indicates, the Greek fathers did not view deification
as eradicating the distinction between the human and the divine. On the contrary, they
introduced theosis as a safeguard against the soteriological dangers inherent in certain
christological heresies of the day, such as Eutychianism (or Monophysitism), which, they
believed, led to a conception of salvation that viewed it as absorption into God.26
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Furthermore, the quotation from John of Damascus indicates that according to the Greek
fathers, Christ's saving work entails not merely rescuing fallen humankind from sin, but
also effecting eschatological deification. Citing John's spiritual predecessor, Maximus the
Confessor, contemporary Orthodox theologian Panayiotas Nellas writes,
The Lord redeemed man from slavery to sin, death and devil, but He also put
into effect the work which had not been effected by Adam. He united him with
God, granting him true 'being' in God and raising him to a new creation. Christ
accomplishes the salvation of man not only in a negative way, liberating him
from the consequences of original sin, but also in a positive way, completing his
iconic, prelapsarian 'being.' His relationship with man is not only that of a healer.
The salvation of man is something much wider than redemption; it coincides
with deification. 27
Above all, however, the quotation from John of Damascus suggests that in the
estimation of the patristic thinkers, deification is closely connected to our being placed "in
Christ." The link between deification and our status as those who are in Christ lends a
trinitarian cast to the concept of theosis. It leads to an understanding of deification as
involving a trinitarian dynamic.
The New Testament repeatedly suggests that participation in Christ means sharing in
his filial relationship with the one he called "Father." This is evident, for example, in Jesus'
invitation to his disciples to address God as "Our Father in heaven" (Matt. 6:9 NRSVl. It is
reiterated in the resurrected Christ's instruction to Mary Magdalene to tell his "brothers,"
"( am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God" (john 20: 17
NRSVl. The idea surfaces as well in Paul's declaration, found twice in his epistles, that
through Christ believers approach God as "Abba" (Gal. 4:6; cf. Rom. 8: 15), thereby
indicating that Jesus' followers have the privilege of sharing in the relationship with God
that he himself enjoyed. For Paul, this great prerogative, which he equates with our status
as those who are "in Christ," is connected to the role of the Spirit in believers' lives. The
liberty of addressing God as "Abba" is the direct result of the presence of the indwelling
Spirit, whom the apostle identifies as "the Spirit of IGod's] Son." The Spirit, who leads
those who are "in Christ" to address God as "Abba," constitutes them as "heirs of God
and joint heirs with Christ" (Rom. 8: 17 NRSV).
By opening a window into the etemal basis for God's action in human salvation in
what is often termed his "high priestly prayer," Jesus adds an important further aspect:
"Father, ( desire that those also, whom you have given me, may be with me where ( am,
to see my glory, which you have given me because you loved me before the foundation
of the world" (john 17.24 NRSV) . Our Lord's petition indicates that the dynamic within
the triune life involves the glorification endemic to a reciprocal sharing of love. The Father
eternally lavishes unbounded love upon the Son and thereby glorifies the Son. The Son,
in tum, reciprocates the love received from the Father and in this manner glorifies the
Father eternally, just as Jesus brought glory to his heavenly Father through the completion
of his earthly mission (john 17:4).
Taken together, these New Testament declarations indicate that by incorporating
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believers into Christ, the Spirit gathers them into the dynamic of the divine life. Yet the
Spirit does so in a particular manner. The Spirit places us specifically and solely "in the
Son." Through the Spirit, believers are "in Christ," and as those who are in the Son, they
share in the eternal relationship that the Son enjoys with the Father. Because participants
in this new community are co-heirs with Christ, the Father bestows upon them what he
eternally lavishes on the Son, namely, the glorious divine love who is the Holy Spirit. And
as those who are in Christ, they participate in the Son's eternal act of glorifying the Father.
The concept of salvation as theosis-sharing in the divine life by being "in Christ" by the
Spirit - that arises out of the New Testament provides the basis for a fuller understanding
of the nature of the church as a whole and the character of Christian worship in particular. More specifically, it leads to a worship theology that weaves together in the tapestry of
the church's mandate to be a worshiping people threads from the doctrine of the Trinity
and from the biblical vision of the eschatological consummation, understood as the point
at which God's telos - i.e., our deification - is fully actualized.
ANTICIPATING ETERNITY: THE WORSHIPING CHURCH AS THE FORETASTE OF THEOSIS

Theologians routinely appeal to Jesus' words to the Samaritan woman, which I quoted
at the beginning of this essay, for a dominical basis for the worship mandate that we, as
his church, have received. Moreover, many commentators see in the phrase "in spirit and
truth" a reference to a particular quality of Christian worship. Writing in the monumental
hallmark of turn of the twentieth century homiletical exegesis, the Pulpit Commentary, H.
R. Reynolds articulated in the language of the day what remains a widely-held view· 'The
worship in spirit is worship contrasted with all mere carnal concomitants, all mere shadows
of the good things to come, all mere ritual, all specialties of place, or time, or sacrament, or
order ... And in InIth; i.e. as dealing with reality, the adequate and veracious expression of
genuine desires and veritable emotions."28
Reading the phrase as connoting a contrast between genuine worship and the focus on
place and ritual indicative of the Samaritan cult ought not to obscure the cryptic trinitarian
overtones of the presence in this text of the designations Father, Spirit and Truth. This
choice of words suggests that Christian worship of the Father must not only be spiritual, as
opposed to ritualistic, not only truthful, in contrast to insincere. [t must also occur in
the one who truly is Spirit and the one who alone is Truth. Viewed in this light,
Jesus' statement not only suggests the fact that we are mandated to worship, it also
suggests that worship is trinitarian in character Worship that would genuinely be "in
spirit and truth" (i.e., "spiritual and sincere") must be "in Spirit and Truth. " Hence
genuine worship is trinitarian worship.
[n suggesting this perspective, Jesus' statement opens the way for a trinitarian conception
of worship, to an understanding of Christian worship that arises out of our awareness of,
and commitment to, the biblical God, whom we have come to know as triune. The
concept of theosis provides insight into how a theology of worship can be rooted in
trinitarian soil. As the community of Christ, our worship arises ultimately out of our
eschatological participation in the Son's relationship to the Father by the Spirit. That is, it
emerges from the consummation of the divine work of salvation understood as deification.
The doctrine of theosis declares that at the eschatological consummation the Spirit
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will gather the participants in the new community (together with all creation) fully and
completely into the Son, who as the logos is the one in whom all things "hold together"
or find their interconnectedness (Col. 1.17). At the heart of our eschatological participation
in the Son is our participation in his response to the Father, which provides the basis for
perfect worship. In the eschatological consummation, we will be numbered among the
countless multitudes of saints that John the seer saw standing before the throne and
positioned at the head of the great chorus of praise that included the angelic hosts as
well as the four living creatures, who, in the opinion of many commentators, represent
all creation. This great gathering - or, perhaps better stated, "in-gathering" - is the work
of the Spirit, who, in placing us in the Son, molds us, together with all creation, into one
great chorus of praise to the Father after the pattem of the Son 29 Thus, as those who are
in Christ by the Spirit, we share in the Son's etemal glorification of the Father. Insofar as
the eschatological fulfillment entails a dynamic of glorification involving the three
members of the Trinity and hence our participation in the intra-trinitarian life, we might
say that "trinitarian worship" will mark all etemity. The new creation will be characterized
by the unceasing worship directed toward the Father on the part of those who, by virtue
of the incorporating work of the Spirit, are "in" the Son.
Yet Christian worship does not arise simply out of the worship that we will offer in all
etemity as those who are in Christ. Rather, it derives from the reciprocal character of the
divine dynamic into which we are placed by the Spirit. Indeed, our salvation is not a
one-directional reality. In eternity, believers not only participate in the Son's act of eternal
response to the Father. They are also co-recipients with the Son of the eternal treasures
that the Father lavishes on them as those who are "in Christ." By being drawn into the
dynamic of the triune life, believers participate in the eternal reciprocal glorification that
characterizes the relationship between the Father and the Son. Consequently, being
placed by the Spirit into the eschatological worshiping community in Christ comprises our
glorification as well, for as the Spirit leads those who are "in Christ" to glorify the Father
through the Son, the Father glorifies us in the Son. 30 In this way, our perfect worship of
the Father as those who are in the Son by the Spirit constitutes the fulfillment of God's
etemal design for our existence. In this manner, it becomes our glorification as well.
"Deification," therefore, is an eschatological reality, as is the perfect worship endemic to
it. Nevertheless, as Jesus' declaration to the Samaritan woman, "But the hour is coming,
and is now here" (john 4,23 NRSV), indicates, the New Testament writers also view this
participation as proleptically present - present in an anticipatory manner - in the hereand-now. Furthermore, they declare that the focus of this proleptic reality is the church,
the community of those whom the Spirit calls together so that they might gather around
the name of Jesus and belong to the family of God as children of Jesus' - and their-heavenly Father. At the heart of the vocation or divine calling of this community is the mandate to be the foretaste in the present of the eschatological fullness that constitutes our
etemal telos or destiny, a mandate that includes worship.
Its orientation toward the future as the perspective from which to engage in the practice
of worship in the present sets Christian worship apart from the conception found in many
other religious traditions. Most of the ancient religions posit a golden past, a mythic origin
"in illo tempore," to cite Mircea Eliade's characterization, to which they return in worship.
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In his classic study, Cosmos and History: The Myth of the Eternal Return, Eliade explains that
"these ceremonies ... suspend the flow of profane time, of duration, and project the
celebrant into a mythical time, in ilIo
Among the Hebrews, however, a quite
different perspective on time arose, namely, the awareness of history as the flow of time,
climaxing in the end of time. Eliade notes that in contrast to that of other ancient religious
traditions, the Hebrew perspective led to a focus on the future as the point that would
regenerate time, that is, would restore its original purity and integrity. "Thus," he writes, "in
ilIo tempore is situated not only at the beginning of time but also at its end." And the
"victory over the forces of darkness and chaos no longer occurs regularly every year but
is projected into a future and Messianic illud tempus.
The shift toward a historical and profoundly eschatological perspective regarding time,
in tum, generated a corresponding shift in the understanding of worship. Christian worship
retains a cyclical dimension, which is especially evident in the church calendar year. Yet at
a deeper level it is always and by its very nature forward looking. In worship, Christians
are not primarily hankering after a golden age in an ever-receding, primordial past. Nor
are liturgical acts believed to be the means by which worshippers either participate in an
idyllic realm at the beginning of time or regenerate time in accordance with a supposedly
lost paradise. Rather, in worship Christians anticipate a glorious future that is already
dawning on the horizon and that exercises a transforming effect on life in the present.
If worship characterizes eternity - if all creation is glorified by means of being caught up
in an eternal act of worship - then worship is no mere temporal dimension of life.
Worship is not enjoined on the Christian community as one of the many various tasks that
we share in the here-and-now. Worship is not simply one aspect of the manifold duties
that we are commanded to do, while we wait for the dawning of eternity. Instead, worship
is integrally connected to our journeying into the future. This perspective repeatedly finds
its way into treatises on the topic of Christian worship. To cite one example, in his study
Worship as Praise and Empowerment, David Newman declares, "Worship celebrates the
future God has in store for the world as present even before that future is fully actualized."33 John Burkhart, in tum, concurs: "As Christians assemble they rehearse life lived within the unitive purposes of God. In coming together, being gathered and gathering, they not
only acknowledge but also enact a vision of reality. They have been concerned, given the
privilege and function, gift and task, to be pioneers in what God wills for the world."34 And
Don Saliers appropriately entitled his important treatise, Worship as Theology: Foretaste of
Glory Divine. Indeed, Saliers is surely correct when he connects Christian worship practices
with the future: "Every song, every prayer, every act of washing, eating, and drinking together, is eschatological - that is, God intends it to point toward completion in the fullness of
time."3S
Not only does worship look to the future, however, worship participates in the future.
Worship, therefore, is an eternal act. To engage in worship in the here-and-now is to
participate in an anticipatory and celebratory manner in the eternal future toward
which true Christian worship casts our gaze. For this reason, the church gathered for
worship is the ultimate prolepsis of our eschatological participation in the eternal
dynamic of the triune God.
This brings us back to the quotations with which these reflections began. Because
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theological vision does determine the character of worship, as Underhill rightly noted,
Christian worship is connected to a particular theological vision that goes beyond the
focus explicated in what has become the classic Protestant understanding. Ultimately, we
do not worship merely because God commands it or even because God deserves it.
Rather, as Jesus indicated in the great trinitarian declaration lying at the heart of his
conversation with the Samaritan woman, we worship the Father because the Spirit places
us "in Christ" who is the Truth. Moreover, the vision of Revelation 7 reminds us that the
Spirit's goal is nothing short of joining our voices with those of a great company consisting
of redeemed humankind, the angelic hosts and even all creation. In this manner, the Spirit
brings us to take our place within the drama of the ages as those who participate by grace
in the eternal intra-trinitarian movement of the triune God. And this eschatological reality
is ours to celebrate - even if only proleptic ally, imperfectly and partially - in the hereand-now. For as those, who even in the brokenness of the present, experience a joyous
foretaste of our eschatological participation in the triune life in the great act of worship,
we are even now through that act forthrightly bearing witness to what is ultimately real.
When Christian worship flows out of a keen sense of our eternal future within the
divine life in the new creation, it becomes much more than merely our obedience to
dominical command. Instead, it comes to entail a joyful celebration of, and even an
anticipatory participation in, a worship dynamic that will continue throughout eternity. In
short, it becomes a celebration of eternity. No wonder Karl Barth exclaimed, "Christian
worship is the most momentous, the most urgent, the most glorious action that can take
place in human life." 36
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The existential questions "who am I," "why am I here," and "how do I fit into the
whole" are a part of what it means to be human and are at the heart of the
Christian faith. These questions are also inherently narrative in nature-that is to say,
these questions are impossible to answer in anything but a narrative way. Identity
formation and narrative' go hand in hand.
Answering these existential questions by providing a cohesive narrative is
central to the missional task of the church 2 Each unchurched person who attends a
local congregation begins, perhaps slowly at first, to understand that there is a grand
narrative (a meta-narrative) of God's actions in the world through the ages. God's
actions continue into the present as the individual comprehends God's call for the
individual to surrender his or her life to Christ and become not just a part of the
kingdom of God as an abstract whole, but a part of a local community of faith. 3
The metanarrative of God's actions (always noble) and human responses to it
(both noble and ignoble) are commonly conveyed to the individual through the
more specific narratives in the Bible (especially God's actions in Christ), the saints of
the Church universal and significant figures in that denomination's formation, and
even God's actions in the journey of the particular local community of faith ("The
Lord led us to plant this church in 1947 with 26 members and three acres. "). If one
wished to examine the means of transmission of a faith community's metanarrative to
the individual, one would obviously examine sermons, catechisms, Bible study
groups, and personal conversation. However, an under-examined means of
metanarrative transmission is prayer. We intend to show in this essay how narrative
prayer has been used effectively in both Scripture and liturgy to convey a sense of
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identity and build community among people of faith. We will further assert that publicly
voiced narrative prayer can be a powerful means of establishing. maintaining. and enriching
identity and community for contemporary people of faith. It is a tool modern leaders
should not overlook.
NARRATIVE PRAYER

For our purposes, narrative is defined as a piece of discourse containing a character
who acts and/or is acted upon, usually with some purpose to the whole.' We thus
employ the term "narrative prayer" in two primary ways. First, "narrative prayer" may be
narrowly defined as a prayer which is, in the whole or in the most part, a narrative itselfi.e. a story transmitted as prayer. However, as prayers are generally not moments given to
inventing completely new narratives, prayers employing narrative typically re-tell an
already familiar story. As the story in its entirety is already familiar to the group, a small ref
erence to the narrative, or a "narrative referent," is often employed during the prayer rather
than a complete retelling. Consequently, while the term "narrative prayer" may more
properly and narrowly reference a prayer which is itself a narrative in whole or in part, we
will also use the term more broadly to describe those prayers which are not solely "narratives" but include significant narrative referents. s These narrative referents are
understood and completed (or "filled in") by participants in the worshipping community6
ANALYSIS OF ExEMPLARY PRAYERS: BIBUCAL PRAYER

Perhaps the most explicitly narrative prayer in the entire Bible is found in Nehemiah
9:5-39. During the post-exilic period, the Hebrews returned from Babylon, rebuilt the
wall of the city of Jerusalem, and reaffirmed the Book of the Law. The Hebrews then
came together for a time of national repentance. While fasting. they confessed their sins
and heard the Book of the Law read to them. Ezra the scribe? then lifted up an extended
prayer in which almost the entire history of Israel is recounted, making this prayer a true
"narrative prayer" by the more narrow definition. The narrative referents employed in the
prayer include references to creation, Abraham, the Exodus, the giving of the Law,
provisions in the desert, the Canaan conquest, and the moral decline of the kingdom period.
Throughout this prayer we find a recurring contrast between the character of God (the
primary actor) and the character of the people. For example:
You came down on Mount Sinai; you spoke to them from heaven. (verse 13 ffJ
But they, our forefathers, became arrogant and stiff-necked, and did not obey your
commands. (verse 16 ffJ
You gave them kingdoms and nations
(verse 22 ffJ
But they were disobedient and rebelled against you
(verse 26 ffJB
The focus throughout this prayer is the identity and characterological fidelity of God and
the just actions God has taken. When the people forsake God, He brings negative
consequences upon them. When they turn from their sin, God grants mercy and brings
good results to them. Just as the consistency of God's character is highlighted, so also the
characterological identity of members of the faith community is exposed- they have a
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tendency to be rebellious.9
We should also note the importance of local history (i.e. recent history) in Ezra's
prayer. While much of the prayer is focused on Israel's more remote past (e.g., Abraham
and the Exodus), the historical narrative presented in the prayer continues through the
Babylonian exile, from which the Hebrews had just recently retumed. In one verse we find
referents to both the period prior to the exile and the seventy years of the exile itself
For many years you were patient with them. By your Spirit you admonished them
through your prophets. Yet they paid no attention, so you handed them over to the
neighboring peoples. (9:30)
The prayer continued by petitioning God to see their current situation and hardships. Thus
the entire prayer narrated the history of the Hebrews right up to their present.
The significance of this reference to local history could be seen as more than a mere
request for God to act on behalf of the faith community. In his writings on narrative,
Fisher argued that narrative fidelity is the degree to which the story "rings true."'o From
this perspective, bringing local history into the narrative, even seeing it as the "present" of
the ongoing metanarrative, provided a means for the faith community of Israel to "make
sense" of the tragic events of the immediate past." Thus the Babylonian exile was not a
random occurrence, but rather an action allowed, if not directed, by a holy God toward
an unholy people. Ezra declares in his prayer to God, "In all that has happened to us, you
have been just; you have acted faithfully, while we did wrong" (Nehemiah 9:33). '2
The transformation of identity is highlighted by the shift in pronoun usage. Ezra's
prayer references primarily "they, them and their" throughout the portion of the prayer
that narrates ancient history. However, when ancient history moves to local history in
verse 32, Ezra shifts to a pronoun usage employing primarily "we, us and our." This
grammatical shift may be seen as more than a mere semantic change from past to
present. Instead, it points to a greater phenomenological shift and identity transformation.
By verse 33, the Exile did not happen to "them," it happened to "uS' since " we did
wrong" (emphasis added) .
We now tum our attention to several contemporary narrative prayers found in the
liturgies of modem faith communities.
ANALYSIS OF ExEMPLARY PRAYERS: CONTEMPORARY LITuRGICAL PRAYERS

Jewish Liturgy
The very first sentence of Cates of Prayer: The New Union Prayerbook reads, "In the liturgy of the synagogue the Jewish people has its spiritual autobiography"'] inferring that
Cates of Prayer is (at least partially) self-consciously narrative in nature. Further, the concept
of identity is found to play an important part in the collective acts of worship. '·
As with the biblical prayers that have already been examined, Jewish liturgy is rich with
narrative referents. For example, in an opening prayer for the Shabbat service (Sabbath),
one may find :
God of the beginning, God of the end, God of all creatures, Lord of all generations:
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You created us in Your image, capable of love and justice,
that in creation's long unfolding we might be Your partners.
You stretched out the heavens and ordered the earth, that fruits may grow into
sweetness, men and women into goodness. You are our God Ps

In this prayer, we find a clear referent to the creation account with the intention of highlighting the identity and character of God. This identity is not a distant abstraction, but
rather is found in God's relational engagement to the people of faith, "You created us in
Your image
You are our God!"
Within these prayers, narrative referents can also reinforce the identity of the contemporary worshipper as one with the past as exemplified in the following prayer:
Our God and God of our fathers, God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, Amos, Isaiah,
and Micah, a heritage has come down to us along all the painful paths our people
has traveled. Our God and God of our mothers, God of Sarah, Rebekah, Leah, and
Rachel, Deborah, Hannah, and Ruth, a heritage has come down to US. 16
This prayer appeals to a sense of continuity of identity (a "heritage") and reinforces the larger
metanarrative of the faith community. The worshipper stands as one in a long line of people
who have been faithful to God. The prayer reminds the worshipper whom she or he is.
Of special note within Jewish worship is the services that are themselves
commemorations of narratives. The festival of Pesach (Passover) commemorates the release
of the Jews from slavery in Egypt as found in the book of Exodus. Purim
commemorates the deliverance of the Jewish people from the destructive plans of Haman
as found in the book of Esther. In such contemporary services of worship, the faith community recalls the narrative through various means, including prayer. The narrative is not
simply a recollection of history, but an event that may have present day effects.
Grant us, Lord, the vision to see and the courage to do Your will. Imbue our hearts
with the fidelity of Mordecai and the devotion of Esther, that we may never swerve
from the path of duty and loyalty to our heritage. Endow us with patience and
strength, with purity of heart and unity of purpose, that we may continue to proclaim Your law of love and truth to the peoples of the earth, until all have leamed
that they are one, the children of the Eternal God. Amen. l ?
This prayer contains a narrative referent to the biblical story of Esther, but it does more
than simply recount a story. The narrative referent lifts up a possibility or goal for present
living. 18 The petitioner has examined the lives of Mordecai and Esther and prays, in
essence, "Make us like them!" Consequently, the focus of narrative identity is not only on
the shared identity of persons in the narrative and in the contemporary faith community
("our heritage"), but also in whom the worshipper may become. It is in this sense that the
narrative is not simply historical but autobiographical. The account is not an abstraction or
neutral recollection of events. It answers not only the question, "Who am P" but also
"Who may I become?"
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Christian Liturgy
The Eucharistic Prayer No other prayer that is narrative in nature is more universal in
Christian worship than the Eucharistic prayer that calls to remembrance and interprets the
Last Supper of Christ. The supreme importance of this particular prayer to the life of the
Christian faith community may be seen in a variety of ways. In the Roman Church, the
same Eucharistic prayer was employed for 1,500 years and it was not until Vatican II that
variation was incorporated.19 Furthermore, while a myriad of Protestant groups have
formed since the Reformation, the use of some form of Eucharistic prayer is almost
universal. Even modem "non-liturgical" churches often use some form of this prayer.
In examining a fairly representative Eucharistic prayer20 one may find numerous
narrative referents with a particular focus on the establishment of the sacrament by Jesus
on the night he was betrayed. This prayer demonstrates a sense in which the Eucharistic
prayer serves as an encapsulation, or a distillation of the work of Jesus and hence the
"gospel" message itself. In this way, it could clearly be seen as a "narrative prayer" in the
more narrow sense. However, the Eucharistic prayer may also be considered the supreme
"narrative referent" within Christendom. The narrative nature of this prayer, said on a
quarterly, monthly, weekly, or even daily basis, perpetually reinforces the identity of the
community in light of God's identity and action. It is clear to those familiar with the
entirety of the gospel that Jesus was declaring his identity as the sacrifice that would
redeem humankind. The institution of this sacrament was an act that foreshadowed both
his redemptive act and the future existence of a community of followers to preach the
good news to others. This act names and shapes the community just as the community
names God's action in the world.
While Eucharistic prayers have been widely studied,'1we note them here to demonstrate
the concepts of narrative identity and coherence. Few liturgical acts within the Christian
faith community have historically done more to reinforce communal identity than the
celebration of "The Lord's Supper." In this meal and the prayers that accompany it, the
faith community reaffirms the character and gracious actions of God, and the continuing
efficacious nature of that work to the present time. It also serves to bring coherence to the
ongoing metanarrative of faith.

Roman Catholic Liturgy. Beyond the Eucharistic prayer, an examination of Roman
Catholic liturgy yields a wealth of additional narrative elements in prayer. Ordinarily, one
may observe that prayers in general and narrative referents in particular are often succinct.
However, this brevity should be understood within the entire context of a liturgy that is
often highly narrative in nature as may be seen in the manner the liturgical text contains
thematic introductions to the worship experience and is structured around multiple
biblical readings (often themselves narratives) as well as the celebration of the Eucharist.
Each episode and referent is brief but not insignificant and together links ages past with
members present.
A survey of Roman Catholic liturgy yields a further observation. While explicit narrative
referents are somewhat less common in much of the general liturgy, they are more prominent in portions of the liturgy that celebrate certain holy days or saints. As to the former,
we note similarly with our examination of Jewish liturgy (and the examination of the
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Eucharistic prayer above) that narrative elements are more commonly used in moments
of greater importance in worship.
Saints' days in particular are occasions where narrative plays a greater role in liturgy. At
first glance, some of the narrative referents may seem overly brief. However, one should
again understand such a referent in the context of the whole of the liturgy, much of
which the worshipper will hold in his or her hand. Both the Missal and the Missalette 22
often contain narrative material that is not officially part of the liturgy proper, but provides
a context and serves a didactic purpose. Thus, when a narrative referent is encountered in
the prayer, these nonliturgical words (in this sense, "non-enacted") provide a context for
understanding.
One particular example of the prayers used on a feast day may be helpful. On the
Feast of the Apostles Peter and Paul (held in June), the first Scripture reading is a narrative
in which the Apostle Peter is released from prison through divine intervention. The second reading comes from the end of the Apostle Paul's life (2 Timothy) in which Paul
asserted his faithfulness in the journey of faith. The gospel reading consists of the brief
narrative in which Peter confessed Jesus as the Christ. Thus the feast day designation and
the scripture readings provide a narrative context for the prayers. Among the various
options for prayer, one may find the following two prayers:
These men, conquering all human frailty, shed their blood and helped the
Church to grow. By sharing the cup of the Lord's suffering, they became the
friends of God.23
God our Father, today you give us the joy of celebrating the feast of the apostles
Peter and Paul. Through them your Church first received the faith. Keep us true
to their teaching.24
In each of these brief prayers, we find referents consisting of a single sentence which
call to mind the narratives of each of these faithful men. In addition, the second prayer is
no mere remembering of past event, but is focused on a present reality, "Keep us true to
their teaching." The narrative referent implicitly connotes a transcendent axiological effect
in the lives of current believers. The narrative form is shown (even in this truncated
manifestation) to be a natural means of conveying moral ideas and standards. 25
The text of The Liturgy of the Hours contains even more contextual information regarding saints, often in the form of complete narratives. For example, on March 7, the church
remembers Saints Perpetua and Felicity, martyred for their faith in 203 AD. While the
morning prayer only contains the brief line, "Father, your love gave the Saints Perpetua
and Felicity courage to suffer cruel martyrdom. By their prayers, help us to grow in love
of YOU,"26 the referent takes its meaning from the two-page narrative that precedes it. If
William Kirkwood is correct about narrative lifting up new possibilities for living, then the
narrative of these two faithful women has the potential to stir a cry within the reader,
"Lord, make me like them."
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ApPLICATION FOR CONTEMPORARY FAITH COMMUNITIES

This analysis has demonstrated that public narrative prayer has offered an effective and
biblically grounded speech act that has helped create community and shaped both
corporate and individual identity by becoming an extension of the other typical means of
conveying the metanarrative of faith. Further, such use of narrative often occurred at
moments of great celebration or distress.27 We have also noted the relationship between
narrative referents to ancient history and local history in providing coherence to the
present. Whereas biblical narrative references are often references to local history, we
note the lack of such references in contemporary liturgies. Clearly, as published texts, they
may not be suited for such prayers. Therefore, it falls upon the members and leaders of
contemporary communities to integrate such narrative references into their public
prayers.28 These prayers can help connect "my story" to "our story" and "our story" to the
"Old Old Story."
If narrative prayer is to be a maximally effective instrument in the life of the
contemporary church (for both the liturgical and the non-liturgical branches), then it
would appear a tightrope, or a "narrow ridge"29 must be navigated between two extremes.
This "narrow ridge of historicity" would attempt to balance between historical rigidity that
makes only direct reference to the metanarrative through ancient referents on the one
hand and a historical myopia that sees only the "here and now" while ignoring the rich
tradition of the larger faith community on the other. This narrow ridge of historicity
would seek to balance the integration of the meta narrative and local history - the sacred
and the mundane- while also remaining rhetorically relevant by touching upon the
exigencies of the moment (as opposed to an abstract prayer that does not appear to have
much to do with the present event or situation at hand).30 This narrow ridge would be
traversed when the "God of Moses" became the "God of Kimberly" as well. An effective
integration of biblical pericope and/or church history narrative would help to frame and
interpret the local story and the present event or occasion.
We offer the following explicit but fictitious example of narrative prayer for a Christian
faith community. When baptizing a new convert named "Jane Smith," the pastor might
offer a baptismal prayer explicitly narrative in nature. Such a prayer could be written out
as a "text," but could also be delivered in a pre-planned "pseudo-extemporaneous" manner. Those pastors who begin to "think narratively" might even be able to deliver such
prayer naturally in a true extemporaneous moment. The specific details could have come
from the pastor's pre-baptismal interview with Jane Smith, or Jane herself may have
revealed them during a "testimony" time just before the baptism. The pastor might pray·
Dear Heavenly Father,
We gather together today to join with Jane Smith in celebrating your astounding
grace. By your grace, you continually call people to yourself and give them
new lives.
You called Abraham to pack up his family, leave his familiar surroundings and
to follow you to the place you would give him - a place where you would
set him apart and make him into a great community of faith.
Lord, we rejoice this day that you have also called Jane to leave the familiar
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surroundings of a fallen world, to give her life to you, and to join her life with
this community of faith at Covenant Church.
Lord, we give thanks for those who had a part in bringing jane to faith: for
Susan johnson, for Don Williams, and for a godly grandmother who planted
seeds of faith which we now this day recognize as having come to full bloom.
And most of all for your Holy Spirit who called, and prompted, and knitted
these lives together and who is with us now.
We also give thanks for the leaders of Covenant Church, who forty seven years
ago had the vision to believe that this could be a place where people like
jane could find peace and salvation.
And now, gracious God, establish jane in your most holy faith . Build her up in
this community and bring us to true unity in you.
In jesus' name we pray,
Amen.

We see such a narrative prayer as a powerful aid in accomplishing many of the
dynamics discovered in this analysis. This prayer highlights the identity of God and
reinforces his present fidelity (God called Abraham thousands of years ago, and He is still
calling people today). Second, it highlights jane's identity, especially as her identity has
changed. The locus of the prayer is both in the sacred story (the metanarrative) as well as
the mundane story of jane's life which is itself in the process of being transformed into a
sacred story, both for jane and the community of faith. The prayer also names the identity
of the community of faith and its relationship to jane, the new convert. We further note a
possible transcendental quality to such a prayer in that if an unconverted person was present in the congregation, such a one might be enabled to see new possibilities for his or
her own life. "If God can do it for Abraham, jane's grandmother, and jane, then He can
do it for me!" Additionally, the prayer lifts up a characterological coherence for the faith
community itself in that the prayer, on behalf of the community, says in essence, "This is
the kind of reception you can expect should anyone else wish to become a part of us."
And finally, the organizational values of Covenant Church are exemplified in this prayerscriptural fidelity, conversion, and unity in the faith community.
Undoubtedly, the effectiveness of narrative prayer would be diminished if the pastor
referenced the building of the church or the traveling Abraham image too often in various narrative prayers. Clearly, creativity and a certain innovation in invention are required.
But equally true, an imaginative and intentional worship leader may discover a powerful
tool in using narrative prayer.
CONCLUSION

All persons in faith communities may be viewed as individuals on a narrative joumey
(a "pilgrimage") in which identity is forged or transformed. Narrative elements in the faith
community and its worship have the potential to provide the means to answer existential
questions and to establish a coherent identity for the community itself as well as each
individual. Differing faith communities, possibly even to the degree in which they
intentionally employ explicit narrativity, are able to transfer and establish this identity in
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varying degrees. While some formal liturgies (e.g. Jewish and Roman CatholiC> may be
seen as more self-consciously narrative in nature, many postmodern "non-liturgical" faith
communities must seek alternative ways of intentionally employing narrative. We assert
that narrative prayer can be one effective means (among others) by which such identity
may be established and transferred in all worshipping traditions. Through narrative prayer,
faith communities and individuals can better come to see their place as followers of the
God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.
NOTES
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and Cognition in Narrative Hermeneutics: Aids to Conclusion Drawing, Polysemy Reduction, and
Persuasion with Implications for Homiletic Theory," PhD. dissertation, Regent University, Virginia
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world within the context of a supportive community." (257, emphasis added)
4.
See Polkinghome, 49 ff.
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5.
Narrative referents should be seen as distinct from narrative fragments because the notion
of fragment suggests discontinuity and a discreteness among the fragments. The narrative referents,
while not self-contained, are nevertheless part of a unified whole. Much in the way that the
enthymeme is complete though incomplete, the narrative referent is completed by the listener with
reference to the meta narrative of God's dealing with the community of faith as a whole (see Ray C.
Penn, "Translating the Gospel to an Overstoried World," Unpublished Doctorate of Ministry Project,
Graduate Theological Foundation, Donaldson, IN., 1995),
6.
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All scripture quotations are from the New International Version, Zondervan Publishing,
1984.
9.
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with shame" Daniel 9:7).
10.
Fisher, Ibid.
II
Alasdair Mcintyre drew out implications for individual histories and identity, particularly
for those under duress. He wrote, "When someone complains
that his or her life is meaningless,
he or she is often and perhaps characteristically complaining that the narrative of their [sicl life has
become unintelligible to them, that it lacks any point, any movement towards a climax or a teleos'
(103). This insight presages the role of narrative in prayer which often occurs under situations of
stress, loss and ambiguity. See Alasdair Mcintyre, 'The Virtues, the Unity of Human Life, and the
Concept of Tradition" in Why Narrative? Readings in Narrative Theology, Eds. Stanley Hauerwas and
L Gregory Jones (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989): 89-1 10.
12. Likewise, we see a positive example of narrative providing coherence to local history in I
Kings. In Solomon's prayer at the dedication of the Temple (I Kings 8:23-53), narrative is not so
much present within the prayer itself as it forms the entire context for the prayer. Solomon's narrative
referents in his pre-prayer speech serve to highlight the fact that this dedication day is possible
because of a faithful God who kept His promises. Those present at this ceremony are thus witnesses
to God's faithful actions. A New Testament example may be found in the narrative prayer offered
up under duress as persecution began for the early Christians (Acts 4:24-30>. This process of using
narrative referents to bring coherence to local history, to borrow a phrase from Stephen Crites in
"The Narrative Quality of Experience," in Why Narrative? Readings in Narrative Theology, Ed. Stanley
Hauerwas and L Gregory Jones (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989): 65-88, allows the "sacred" and
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(Cincinnati: CCAR, 1975): xi.
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Nicholas Lash in "Ideology, Metaphor, and Analogy" in Why Narrative? Readings in
Narrative Theology, Eds. Stanley Hauerwas and L. Gregory Jones (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989):
I I 3 - I 37, characterized Jewish and Christian religious discourse as "not simply narrative but.. more
specifically, autobiographical.
Whether the "audience" addressed is God (in acts of supplication
and worship) or other people (in acts of witness), the [person of faith I is the teller of a tale, the
narrator of a story which he tells as his story, as a story in which he acknowledges himself to be a
participant" (120). One shortcoming in Lash's statement is the implication that audience is always
singular. Many of the prayers offered in the Bible and contemporary liturgy have both God and
humans as audience. Johann Metz, "A Short Apology of Narrative" in Why Narrative? Readings in
Narrative Theology. Ed. Stanley Hauerwas and L. Gregory Jones (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989):
251 -262, began to hint at this notion of multiple audience when he noted that there was a
narrative dimension to the sacraments. "The sacramental sign can easily be characterized as a
'linguistic action' in which the unity of the story as an effective word and as practical effect is
expressed in the same process" (254)' Consequently, as applied to this project, prayer can be
viewed as the opportunity to incorporate narrative elements or as signs of the narrative itself taking
place or being enacted; "We are a praying people."
15. Gates of Prayer, 221.
I 6. Ibid., 97
17
Ibid., 403.
18. See William G. Kirkwood, "Narrative and the Rhetoric of Possibility," Communication
Monographs 59.3, (1992>: 30-47
19. See John B. Ryan, The Eucharistic Prayer: A Study in Contemporary Liturgy (New York:
Paulist Press, 1984).
20. See The United Methodist Church, United Methodist Hymnal (Nashville: The United
Methodist Publishing House, 1989>: 9- 10.
21. For example, see Ryan, Ibid., and Dennis C. Smolarski, Eucharistia: A Study of the
Eucharistic Prayer (New York: Paulist Press, 1982).
22.
Liturgical texts used as aids to worship designed for the laity.
23. "Seasonal Missalette," Vol. 12, No.8, May 25, 1997 (Schiller Park, IL: World Library
Publications>: I
24. Ibid., 9.
25. John Meyer's examination of organizational values ("Tell Me a Story · Eliciting
Organizational Values from Narratives," Communication Quarterly 43 (1995) : 21 0 -224)
demonstrated that narratives probed more deeply into a culture than the more intentional aspects
of the organization such as banners, architecture and the like. Another benefit in assessing narratives
was that "clarifying the values stressed in a culture also enhances understanding of the motivations
of members" (220) thus demonstrating the utility of narrative analysis to relate the individual and
the collective. Other examples of identifying "values" include the work of Mark Tappan and Lyn
Brown, "Stories Told and Lessons Learned: Toward a Narrative Approach to Moral Development
and Moral Education," Harvard Educational Review 59, (J 989): 182-205, who used the narrative
accounts of children as a means of getting at the "moral experience" which involved both the
events themselves and the moral processes that made sense of those events (186 ff.). Paul Vitz also
examined the efficacy of narratives in moral development and concluded narrative might be more
useful than propositional thinking and abstraction in facilitating moral development. See Paul Vitz,
'The Use of Stories in Moral Development: New Psychological Reasons for an Old Education
Method," American Psychologist 45 (\ 990> : 709-720.
26.
The Liturgy of the Hours, Vol. 2, Lenten Season (New York: Catholic Book Publishing Co.,
1976): 1703.
27
The contexts of these prayers are also consistent with Fisher's claim that narrative
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discourse is invoked during the significant episodes of public moral argument (57). The prayers in
the examples we examined are clearly public in nature and to a large extent moral; they often focus
on the immorality of the community and the pure morality of God.
28.
For example, The United Methodist Eucharistic liturgy "A Service of Word and Table III"
(United Methodist Hymnal, 15) contains instructions for the celebrant to offer spontaneous prayers
"appropriate to the occasion, remembering God's acts of salvation" as part of the Eucharist service.
To use the terms of this present discussion, such an instruction is an invitation to connect local
history to metanarrative.
29.
An image made famous by Martin Suber. For him the tension was between being true to
self and being committed to others. See Martin Suber, I and Thou (] 925) Trans. Walter Kaufman
(New York: Charles Scribner and Sons, I 970l.
30. Herbert Wichelns has argued that literature is often judged for how it deals with timeless
themes, while rhetoric is judged for how it deals with timely themes and local exigencies. See
Herbert A. Wichelns, "The Literary Criticism of Oratory" (1925) as found in Readings in Rhetorical
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THE REVELATION OF JOHN
AND THE PRACTICE OF
CHRISTIAN COUNSELING

DAVID

A.

DESILVA

Almost all Christian counseling seeks, in some sense, to connect the practice of
counseling with the foundational Christian resource, Scripture. Whether this is at the
broad and often imprecise level of talking about "biblical themes," the hyperliteralistic and atomistic level of applying proof texts to common psychological and
behavioral maladies, or at one of the healthier levels in between, the Revelation to
John plays a very small role-if any- in the task of constructing a biblical model for
counseling.
This is perhaps understandable. Many of my own students confess to avoiding
Revelation wholesale, like their spiritual parents in their traditions, and consigning it
to the periphery when it comes to informing any Christian ministry Others flock to
it, but from a very limited appreciation of its applicability, using it merely as a
template for the end times rather than a vision that can transform everyday life. This
is more than unfortunate. It is eviscerating. As the only text of its kind in the New
Testament, Revelation brings an empowering and enlightening perspective to
Christian ministry and discipleship. Just as it expanded the vision and conceptual
horizons of its first audience, connecting them with its unique set of resources for
discerning and persevering in faithful discipleship, so it offers much-needed
supplements to the work of Christian counseling.
Where Christian counseling is critiqued for being too individualistic and remaining
inattentive to the social, political, and ideological sources of false consciousness and
maladaptive behaviors, Revelation broadens our view to reflect precisely on those
forces beyond self and immediate life situation that hinder wholeness. Where inner
healing prayer comes under scrutiny for manipulating images of a warm, affirming,
earthly Jesus, Revelation challenges us to ponder how Jesus as he lives nowresurrected and glorified-would encounter us and our care receivers. Where
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Christian counseling often moves the locus of divine action to the therapy session and the
conversation between two individuals (or a group), Revelation moves the locus of healing
to the worshiping community and the presence of the living Christ. It is therefore difficult
to imagine a biblical book, perhaps contrary to expectation, that is more congenial to the
task of "restoring Christ to counseling and counseling to the church."
A

MODEL FOR INTERPRETING REVELATION

We need to lay some groundwork, perhaps more than usual, before eliciting answers
from Revelation to the questions of primary interest to Christian counselors. Part of the
difficulty in appropriating Revelation for the practice of Christian counseling lies in the
diversity of approaches taken to interpreting the text-and the deep ideological divisions
that result. These approaches are generally divided into four categories. Three are based
on the presupposition that Revelation is a book of prophecies, in the sense of "predictions"
rather than in the sense of "pronouncements from God," that must find concrete historical
fulfillment at some point in time {and beyond timel. Thus, preterists argue that most of
Revelation's prophecies (up to chapter 19) were fulfilled by the end of the first century or
at least by the Christianization of the empire under Constantine. Historicists seek the
fulfillment of most of Revelation's prophecies throughout the course of the two millennia
that separate John's time from ours. Futurists, by far the most widely promoted school,
regard most of Revelation's prophecies to await fulfillment in the (not too distant) future.
A fourth approach, the Idealist, regards Revelation as a dynamic portrayal of spiritual truths
that are relevant in every generation.'
Each school has something to offer us; taken together, they show how Revelation has
indeed remained a relevant word to Christians in every generation. However, I wish to
position us to engage Revelation somewhat differently, in a way that takes each of its
component genres seriously.2 Revelation is a letter, seen from the use of the standard letter-opening formula in Rev I :4: "John to the seven churches that are in Asia [Minorl:
Grace to you and peace." John writes to seven specific and real communities of Christians
situated within the Roman province of Asia Minor, each facing its own set of particularand often complex and variegated-challenges. Whatever else we might make of
Revelation, John sought to address these believers in the midst of their challenges, and to
impact them in a way he believed to be beneficial, even essential, for their continued
growth into Christ-likeness.) As we understand Revelation as a word to them, reading it as
we would every other New Testament epistle in this regard, we arrive at a more
profound understanding of its word to us.
John also identifies Revelation as prophecy (Rev 1:3; 22:7, 10, [8, [9). While the
announcement of what God will do in the future-normally the forthcoming future-is
indeed an important facet of early Christian prophecy (e.g., as seen in the activity of
Agabus in Acts [1.27-30; 2 [: [0- [4), this has tended to overshadow other equally
important facets of prophecy. For example, the seven oracles to the seven churches in
Revelation 2 and 3 also represent early Christian prophecy, in which a word from the
Lord is brought to bear on the current situation of each congregation, commending
what God approves, rebuking what displeases God, calling for an appropriate change or
continued commitment, and offering words of promise and warning. Any "foretelling"
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here wholly serves the goal of motivating faithful response to Christ in the midst of the
churches' situations. Revelation continues to act as "prophecy" as John denounces the
unfaithfulness not only of the people of God, but also of the nations that provide the
context for the Christians' struggle to remain faithful. Rich engagement of Revelation
on these levels has tended to be overlooked in favor of an over-emphasis on the
predictive elements.
Perhaps the most overlooked clue to understanding Revelation, however, is to be
found in the very opening of the book: "A revelation-an apocalypse-of Jesus Christ"
(Rev I I l. We are at something of a disadvantage in that there are very few examples of
the genre "apocalypse" in Scripture, only Revelation and half of Daniel. As a result, these
apocalypses tend to be lumped together with prophecy, and are taken as representing
high-end foretelling. However, dozens of apocalypses were written between the second
century BC and second century AD-l Enoch, 2 Baruch, 4 Ezra, Apocalypse of Abraham,
Testament of Levi, to name a few of the more important examples. These texts, taken
together, far more resemble one another than classic prophecy, and so have begun to be
studied profitably as their own literary genre. Apocalypses, Revelation included, stretch
out a larger canvas for the audience. They look beyond the ordinary, everyday spaces we
occupy to describe heavenly and infernal regions, places of reward prepared for the
righteous and places of punishment prepared for God's adversaries. They look beyond
the ordinary time of the present moment to events in the past that help explain the rise
of forces and conflicts experienced behind the present moment, and they look forward to
the events by which God will bring resolution to the conflicts experienced by God's faithful
ones. 4 This larger canvas provides the context needed for the readers to interpret the
realities that surround them in their everyday situation, and to discern and follow the path
that represents faithfulness to God. An apocalypse, in other words, provides an opportunity
to examine our experience of, and response to, the everyday world in light of "a
transcendent... perspective on human experiences and values."s
These three indications of Revelation's genre guide us to a reading of Revelation in
which we expect Revelation (al to speak a word on target to seven real communities of
faith residing in first-century Asia Minor, (b) to bring a word from the Lord revealing
God's perspective on the audiences' behaviors and the challenges facing them, calling
them to respond with covenant loyalty, and (el to cast an interpretive light on the everyday
realities surrounding those Christians, such as would illumine the "true" nature of the
forces at work around them and the larger stakes inherent in the choices before them.
This approach to Revelation asks not so much that we interpret Revelation, but rather
understand how Revelation interpreted features of the landscape in which those early
Christians moved, and how it positioned them to "keep the commandments of God and
the faith of Jesus" (Rev 14: 12). The discussion that follows is the fruit of engagement with
Revelation from this angle.
REVELATION AND CHRISTIAN COUNSELING

Having outlined a model for reading Revelation, what kinds of information can we
elicit from this text that will contribute to a model for Christian counseling, and to its
effective practice? What sorts of questions should we ask of John? Here I am especially
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indebted to the work of Stanton Jones and Richard Butman, whose own model of analyzing
modem psychotherapies is suggestive of the kind of work that needs to be done as we
continue to construct biblical models of counseling 6 They evaluate each school of
psychotherapy in terms of its (a) philosophical assumptions, (b) model of personality, (c)
model of abnormality, (d) model of health, (e) model of psychotherapy, and (f) demonstrated effectiveness. Scriptural texts are rarely explicit about philosophical assumptions
(although Revelation is more transparent than most in this regard) or model of personality
(the latter needing especially to be based on a larger sampling than a single text), and
yield no data conceming demonstrated effectiveness. Indeed, the last element can only be
addressed by controlled studies in actual practice, something rarely conducted by professionals in the field (and never by a New Testament professor>.
Moreover, Revelation, like other New Testament texts, was written as a pastoral
response to the needs of Christians in community, and not an academic exposition of
counseling method, it requires some further adaptation of Jones and Butman's categories.
It does not so much articulate a "model of abnormality" as identify what we might call
"sources of unwholeness." It does not articulate anything like a "model of psychotherapy,"
but it does offer distinctive resources that can and should inform Christian counseling or
inner healing prayer, and it does illumine facets of the process of transformation in which
disciples find themselves engaged. Therefore, we will focus here on the ways in which
Revelation can contribute to a biblical model for counseling, and allow it to define those
ways in a manner consonant with its pastoral purposes.
1

CONTRIBUTIONS TO A VISION OF WHOLENESS

Revelation articulates a vision of wholeness and health most explicitly in chapters 2 [ -22,
in its vision of the New Jerusalem. Quite appropriately, given the author's identification of
systemic and supernatural sources of unwho[eness, this vision comes only at the end of
the journey of transformation to which God is subjecting the entire created order. As a
corrective against our modem and Western focus on individual wholeness as the goal of
counseling and inner healing, John's is also a communal vision.
The New Jerusalem is the abso[utization, the visual manifestation, of the life of new
selves in community with one another and with God. John speaks as if to describe a
physical place, but we miss his point if we mistake the medium for the message. What
should human community look like, if it is constructed according to God's designs for us
rather than the designs of fallen forces? Describing the kind of place that God will create
beyond the end provides us with a window into the kind of life into which God invites
his people now, as we "come out" from the existing structures of the world that have
distorted human community.
This vision of who[eness-in-community includes, perhaps most prominently, the overwhelming reality of God's presence. God and people are at last "at home" with one
another (21 :3-4), connected in such a way that God himself can comfort and heal those
who have been grieved and abused by the forces of unwholeness and their embodiment.
The cubical shape of the New Jerusa[em recalls the cubical shape of the Holy of Ho[ies in
the Jerusa[em Tempie, now expanded in dimensions exponentially as a way of proclaiming
that the limited access to God enjoyed in that shadow of things to come (one man, the
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high priest, once per year) has been broadened to all the redeemed (all followers of the
Lamb, day and night without end>. God is as real, as present, as palpable as the light of the
sun is for us now (21.22-23; 22:5). Such a vision alerts us that personal wholeness must
include a growing awareness of the presence and reality of God in one's life, a spiritual life
in which the light of God shines more fully and personally into our hearts and our life
together in Christian communities, as forerunners of that greater Dawn. Pruning back
what masks God's presence and cultivating face-to-face interaction with God, moreover,
reminds us that God is ultimately the counselor whose work Christian counselors merely
facilitate. It is He that must "wipe away every tear from the eyes" of those who bear the
marks of brokenness.
This vision is also chiefly one of finding comfort and restoration beyond all the struggles
of life, specifically of holding onto the life we have in Christ in the midst of difficulty,
hostility, and distraction. Hostility arose since the way of the Lamb was so diametrically
opposed to the idolatrous, violent, self-protecting and self-serving policies of the domination
systems of the world in which John's audiences were enmeshed (more on this to follow).
The distraction stems from the fact that those domination systems offered much that was
appealing-and in many ways more immediate and "real" than the fruits of following the
Lamb. John's vision of the New Jerusalem is offered, however, as an assurance that there
is a way of living together in community with one another and with God that is ever so
much better than the way of living together in community under the domination systems
of this age, and it is offered as a means to enable continued resistance to indulging in the
painkillers of, and continuing to embody the maladaptive behaviors promoted by, those
domination systems. Christians in John's congregations, particularly those who were
flourishing under Roman rule rather than experiencing Roman rule as oppression (for
example, those in Laodicea and those supportive of "Jezebel" and the "Nicolaitans"),
would have to be willing to sacrifice the short-term gains offered by partnership with the
Roman peace in order to discover the long-term gains of a community founded on God's
redemptive activity instead.
John is clear that radical surgery is required if this vision for wholeness is ever to be
attained. It requires nothing less than the disappearance of the "former things" and all that
belongs to the fallen existence. John would guide us to sift very carefully our own values,
behaviors, and view of the "way things are," to discover to what extent we have been
infected with a "false self," a self formed as a result of socialization into sick systems
(represented throughout Revelation by Babylon and the rule of the Beast). How deeply
are we indebted to "the futile ways inherited from our forebears, from which Christ
would redeem us (I Pet I 18-19),,?
We are encouraged by this to continue to help our care receivers discover the ways in
which pains and wounds from broken relationships have distorted their self-image, their
image of others, their behaviors (e.g., through developing harmful coping mechanisms
and becoming enslaved to pain-killers and pain-killing activities of various kinds>. But we
are pushed further to explore with them ways in which values and ways of life have been
stamped upon their consciousness by forces beyond personal relationships with family of
origin and the like, which are equally pemicious enemies of wholeness (and which have
largely gone unexamined and untouched by the counseling profession). All this John
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would tear down, as the new life-in-community is built up-a life that one enters through
birth into the people of God (passing through the gates of the twelve patriarchs), and that
is built upon the apostolic work and witness (the only foundation mentioned in John's
tour of the New Jerusalem) as they mediate to us the teaching and example of Jesus and
point the way toward transformation into his likeness.
A striking feature of this new community is that its gates are never shut (21.25), clearly
an image of security. There are no enemies to keep out or from whom to hide. The
dichotomies of "l/we" against "you/they" are all resolved in a community in which all are
"we/us," united by the light of God and the lamb. This is sometimes claimed by champions
of universalism,' among whom one can hardly place John, but it is certainly a vision of
openness and security with regard to the "other." Jesus also sought to move us as disciples
toward this ideal as he instructed us to respond even to aggressors out of fearless, generous
hearts (Mt 5:38-48), treating them not as "others" posing a threat to personal security and
wholeness, but as people with whom to share (and in relationship with whom to manifest)
God's wholeness. At both extremes of the New Testament canon, and at plenty of places
in between, we are encouraged to take as a measure of wholeness the care receiver's ability
to be filled with God's goodness and respond to others out of God's goodness, rather
than reflecting and multiplying hurt and brokenness.
Finally, the New Jerusalem is a community where healing takes place according to
God's provision (the "leaves of the tree are for the healing of the nations," Rev 21.2).
Again, John refuses to allow us to keep our minds merely on the healing of individuals.
No one can be whole apart from the healing of the human community; put another way,
my own joumey toward wholeness is inseparable from humanity's journey toward-or
away from-wholeness. If the work of Christian counseling has been "successful" as far as
its customary interests in individuals are concemed, but has left these individuals contributing
to the lack of wholeness experienced by others (e.g., by continued participation in
domination systems that benefit them but ravage others; by continued enslavement to a
mindset that allows lines of national interest to dehumanize or diminish those who are
their sisters and brothers in Christ in foreign lands), it has failed by John's standards.

2.

DIAGNOSIS OF FORCES AND BEHAVIORS THAT SUBVERT WHOLENESS

If John's vision of the New Jerusalem richly encapsulates a vision of where God will
bring a redeemed humanity in the end, and thus depicts the "target" toward which the
work of redemption (which Christian counselors, like other Christian ministers, serve) is
heading, the first twenty chapters of Revelation have much indeed to say about the
obstacles to reaching that ideal. The good news of Revelation is, of course, that God has
the power, and the Lamb the authority, to overcome each and every one of those
obstacles, a confidence in which we can also move as servants of the Lamb (even
though disciples continue to manifest that confidence by accepting death at the hands
of representatives of domination systems rather than compromising their witness to
God's victoryl.

Acknowledging un wholeness and its sources
Counselors often speak of the therapeutic power of finding a voice in the midst of
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suffering or oppression. John finds this voice early in Revelation. He declares, using words
from Zechariah, that at the coming of Jesus "all the tribes of the earth will wail on account
of him" (Rev 1:7), John will not overlook evil; he will not wink at it. He will name it, and
boldly denounce what is contrary to God's desires. Our first admission must be, according
to John, that so much of what has gone on, what continues to go on around us, is directly
at odds with God's purposes for humanity It is not what God intends for human
community, and this awareness gives us strength to name the constituent parts of these
evils that impinge on us (and on the "us" or our care receivers) as something that God
does not intend, and therefore to find God's redemption for its effects in our lives. This
will need to continue to be applied to personal wounds, but also to be applied to the
realities and effects of sick systems that enmesh millions in the same conceptual and
behavioral traps. Our task as Christian counselors is not complete until we have asked
"how deep does the brokenness goT and set our care receivers in a place where, with
God, they can move toward wholeness at every level. John challenges us with this opening
declaration that the brokenness goes far deeper than most of us care to admit- it is so
deep, that only Jesus' coming will finally reveal its full dimensions, and "all the tribes of the
earth will wail" indeed.

Satan
John speaks of a spiritual force, indeed a spirit being, whose venom and activity lie
behind major forces hindering wholeness in this world. John would have his readers
reckon with the reality of Satan and the means by which he interacts with our world.
Deception, lies, seduction are consistently presented as his tools (J 2:9; 20:3, 7-1 0), being
employed also by his pawns {Rev 2:9; 3:9; 13 :14}. This means, then, that clear sight
(insightl, witnessing to the truth, and genuine love and relationship thwart his designs.
Indeed, the Revelation as a whole seeks to provide the antidote to Satan's primary
vehicle of deception in the lives of John's hearers, namely the imperial ideology that
legitimated and masked the evils of the Roman domination system. Rev 13 : 1-18 clearly
presents the activity of the "beast" (which John's audiences would have understood as a
subversive depiction of the emperors, the benefactors of the world who were accorded
worship throughout the eastem Mediterranean) and the cult of the beast {which the
hearers would have connected with the presence of the imperial cult, a phenomenon
well attested in each of the seven cities} as Satan's puppets, through whom he sought to
undermine Christians' commitment to the One God. Revelation 17-18, moreover, unveils
the goddess Roma for what she is in God's sight- a depraved power suppressing dissenters,
imposing "peace" through violence, legitimating her rule with idolatrous religion, maintaining
order and stability just to enable a lifestyle of conspicuous consumption.
John recognizes that Satan works through human agents. In the situation of the
Christians in Smyma, for example, John regarded legal actions against the Christians as
something orchestrated by the devil (Rev 2:9-10). Such an identification helped those
Christians by inviting them to consider the experience from a whole new light- not, for
example, as an inconvenience and a source of discomfort and shame (we are talking
about actual imprisonment in Rev 2 :9, after aID, but as a blow leveled against them by an
Enemy that must be resisted at all costs. It becomes an opportunity to allow God to shape
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us and prove us, to establish what we are rather than what the pressure would have us
believe we are (i.e., deviants, shameful members of a family or society). Similarly, John
tells the believers in Pergamum that "Satan's throne" is in their city, and that Satan is living
in their city (Rev 2: 13), manifesting himself in the hostility that led to the death of the
Christian Antipas (the only martyr John names in the seven churches, which indicates that
persecution was far from bloody at this point in church history).
Despite all the grandeur of Satan's agents and the palpable power of his pawns,
Revelation speaks of Satan as a defeated enemy whose fury and persistence is but a
measure of the certainty of his demise (12: 12; 20: 1-3, 7-10). It positions us to approach
the demonic in all its manifestations as a rearguard approaches "clean-up operations" in a
campaign. But it also insists that we "exorcize" the demonic at all levels. If the practice of
exorcism and discussion of demonization is regarded with suspicion by some Christian
counselors (and pursued all too exuberantly by others), John's point can still be honored:
it is not only our personal demons that need to be confronted, but also the systemic and
ideological demons that exercise godlike power over the masses around us, and all too
frequently ourselves as well.

Domination Systems
Revelation focuses rather intently on the way in which domination systems- for John's
hearers, the domination systems that constituted Roman imperialism would have been
primarily in mind as they read about the beast whose cult united an empire and about
the whore whose luxury drove the empire's economy-hinder our experience of
God's wholeness both in the personal and the corporate dimensions'" John echoes
Paul's conviction that "our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers,
against the authorities, against the cosmic rulers of this present darkness, against the spiritual
forces of wickedness in the heavenly places" (Eph 6: 12>' Such passages concerning
"spiritual warfare" are often trivialized as "power encounters" with a person's individual
demons. Both Paul and John are looking at a much more complex set of spiritual powers
that dominate the lives of individuals.
Domination systems are ways of thinking, ways of valuing segments of the population,
ways of prioritizing talents and outcomes, ways of organizing society, that become so
deeply ingrained through generations of practice that their absolute truth is assumed
rather than explicitly leamed or questioned. They extend from basic and vague ideas, like
"more is better," to complex systems for the unequal acquisition and distribution of goods
that assures for some the enjoyment of "more," to the political and military systems that
protect the privileged and their enjoyment. The notion that violence is not only an
acceptable, but a necessary component of ensuring peace is an undergirding rationale for
the domination system of militarism, which is turn organizes an entire society for
mobilization for war, which in turn requires other societies to adopt the same system.
The valuing of competition over nurture, of achievement over emotional maturity, of
physical strength over relational skill both leads to and derives from patriarchy, one of the
most enduring domination systems.
John gives us a snapshot of the overt ills that derive from these systems in the four
horsemen of the Apocalypse (6: 1-8>' The sequence of war, death, famine, and plague- a
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natural sequence of ills that humanity inflicts upon itself-alerts us to the social ills that
domination systems inflict on one another as we work out our own bent toward selfdestruction, which God has often used historically as a punishment. The prophets are full
of texts announcing that God is using some domination system (]ike Babylon), as it does
its thing (war, famine, death), as a means of punishing the disobedient.
Domination systems (militarism, nationalism, exploitative economics, patriarchy, with
their attendant devaluing and often dehumanization of major sectors of populations) are a
major source of unwholeness for the human race, thus for every individual caught up in
that systemic evil 9 We may not necessarily be the victims of many of those evils, sharing
rather in the spoils gained by oppression. The major challenge that John poses to us and
our care receivers (particularly for us who live in the great Westem nations) is to consider
closely how we have partnered with Babylon, and how we ignorantly- though not
innocently-prosper as a result of the evils of the domination systems in which we were
raised and from whose golden chalice we have drunk deeply. In other ways, or for other
clients (especially those who are part of a minority group), we may experience oppression
at the hands of Western domination systems, in which case it would be part of the
healing process to deal with that, to hear God's word against what has happened to them
and against the powers they are up against.

Compromise with our society
A potent source of unwholeness is represented by the brand of Christianity preached
by the Nicolaitans and Jezebel (Rev 2 :14-15,20).10 These disciples resisted the idea that
the Gospel might require a complete break with all that was comfortable, all that supported self-image and economic security, in first-century Roman provincial society. The end
result of their teaching would have included making room for some token acknowledgments of idols (particularly in regard to emperor cult), to pave the way for ongoing participation and prosperity in the local economy. Since the worship of traditional (pagan)
deities, including the deified Roma and her emperors, was ubiquitous in Greco-Roman
society (from private dinner parties to trade guild association meetings to civic festivals),
some accommodation of the first and second commandments to the realities of everyday
life seemed only reasonable.
John regards these voices as pernicious reincarnations of the false prophets of old that
led the people of God astray (labeling them disciples of Balaam and naming a female
prophet JezebeD. Jesus speaks against them in the strongest of terms, announcing his
displeasure with them and his judgment upon them. Why? They represent the internal
accommodation of God's life-giving message, of God's call out from participation in and
legitimation of the death-dealing domination systems at work in first-century Asia Minor.
If the Nicolaitans had their way, there would no longer be a distinctive, dissenting voice in
Asia Minor calling all people by word and example away from the glorification of power
and prosperity and to the worship of the One God, the only source of true and authentic
life-in-community.
If Christian counselors merely assist individuals to become better-adjusted participants
in Babylon, we have failed in our task. It is too easy for our care receivers, many of whom
have already tainted the Gospel with a conviction that God exists to help them achieve a

76

deSilva

prosperous lifestyle and protect the goods they currently enjoy, to regard "happiness in
relationships" as one more perquisite. John would have us press much further as we are
engaged to move them toward wholeness. How have they been seduced into eating from
the table of idols and committing fornication? Are there places in their lives where they
have compromised God's call to single-hearted obedience and made room for sin
because it was pleasant or easy or seemingly advantageous? Are there places where they
have let the dominant culture's way of thinking and its values take root in their lives so
that they are really sowing to that field alongside sowing to the Lord? These are the kinds
of questions John puts to the forefront of our self-examination and that of our care
receivers, since he sees grave danger here to the authenticity of our relationship with God.

3.

RESOURCES FOR HEALING AND RESTORATION

In the midst of seemingly towering forces that work against our journey toward
wholeness as disciples in community, John pointed his congregations, and us, to far more
powerful resources that will guide us toward and empower us to reach the joumey's end.

Divine Revelation
John shares with other early Christians the conviction- indeed, the expectation- that
God interacts with human beings and invades everyday experience. From the opening
verses of the Apocalypse, we are presented with divine revelation as a reality, insofar as John
presents his apocalypse as nothing less than a revelation from God. John thus cultivates in us
an expectation that God can speak to those whom we counsel directly or through us, and
when we are in need, can speak to us directly or through people with the gift of prophetic
utterance. By "prophetic utterance," I do not wish to conjure up images of a particular
style of delivery or doctrine of spiritual gifts. Across the spectrum of Christian traditions
we are taught to listen for a word from the Lord, and to discern his voice. This, in a
tradition-appropriate way, would be an indispensable resource of which John would
have us avail ourselves.
Jesus

The Apocalypse is aptly called "The Revelation of Jesus Christ," insofar as it forcefully
presents Jesus as a living and powerful resource, both in terms of his accomplished work
and his ongoing presence. Jesus is "the one who loves us and freed us from our sins" (Rev
I A), from their hold over us and our lives, even from the sins of others and the power
they have over our lives. This is who Jesus is; this is the deliverance he seeks to bring.
Knowing this about him, we can look forward expectantly to how Jesus will make that
deliverance real for us, how we can come to enjoy the fullness of that promise. Jesus has
made us a kingdom, priests to his God (Rev I :5-6), Under whose authority are we? What
is our dignity as people redeemed by Jesus? We are God's special possession, his kingdom,
consecrated and privileged as priests to have access to God and to mediate the presence
of the divine as we carry out the calling with which God has graced us. John invites us to
watch for ways in which God will apply this identity in Christ to our care receivers, as
part of their own identity formation and as a basis for healing.
It is ironic that Revelation is used mainly to speak about Jesus' coming again at some
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future date. This expectation is part and parcel of the early Christian Gospel. The real
surprise for John's audience would be the revelation of Jesus standing in the midst of his
churches and standing beside John in the midst of his trials (Rev 1:9-20). While on
Patmos, whence John had been exiled (no doubt seen as a subversive agitator, appropriately
enough given the content of Revelation), John is visited by Jesus, who stands beside him,
strengthens, empowers and commissions him. Revelation thus invites us to look for ways
in which Jesus will be present to us and our care receivers, how Jesus might appear to
strengthen and encourage in whatever place of exile we or our care receivers occupy.
That Jesus stands in the midst of his people even now gives him immediate access to
our situation, and us immediate access to him in the midst of that situation. In the seven
oracles to the churches, we find Jesus revealing what he "knows" about their experience,
about "where they live" (Rev 2:13; see also 2:2-3,2:9). What does it mean for him to
know where we dwell, to know our circumstances? What would it mean to bring our care
receivers to a place where they can hear Jesus speaking to them: "I know what you're up
against." "1 know what you're experiencing." "I know how hard it has been for you to
remain faithful, to keep seeking me and seeking healing in the midst of the circumstances
that beset you." How can we facilitate our care receivers' encounter with this Jesus who
knows their pain, their sin, their life situation so well? Surely such intimate knowledge will
facilitate their trust in this Jesus to lead them through their situation.
John presents a rather different picture of Jesus from those we tend to carry about in
our minds or, if we use guided imagery, in the minds of our care receivers. In Revelation,
Jesus meets and confronts us as the Glorified Christ, whose body shines with the radiance
of the resurrected life, whose word has the power of a sword, who now has authority to
open and shut death and Hell itself. John challenges us to seek to know Jesus as he is, and
not only as we might sentimentally recall him. There is therapeutic value in imagining
Jesus as a warm body that can hug us. Are we willing to go where John goes, to know
Jesus "no longer as on distant shores in Palestine," and discover what therapeutic value
awaits us in those discoveries?
In chapters 2-3, we are taught that Jesus is still able to speak a word to us, and that we
need to listen to Jesus for that word. John impresses upon us again and again- seven
times- the importance of having an ear to hear what the Spirit would speak to us,
through us, for the building up of each disciple as an individual as well as the building up
of God's churches (Rev 2:7, II, 17,29; 3:6, 13,22), What is his diagnosis of where we
are at any given time? What would he say about our strengths, our achievements, our
positive progress in our journey toward wholeness and our walk of discipleship. Where is
the word of affirmation? Where is the word of correction? What do we need to deal with
in order to be a whole people in Christ, and to have whole communities of faith in
Christ? (We remember the connection between becoming a whole person and living
within Christian community.) How does Jesus' word give us direction as to where to focus
our efforts and grow and repent and overcome and seek God's resources for healing?
John raises our expectation that the One who still stands in the midst of His churches
can and will communicate these things to those who listen for his voice- perhaps the
most important skill we can teach in the course of Christian counseling."
Given that people more often seek counseling in the midst of pain and heartache
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rather than as an exercise in self-examination, we should especially pay attention to the
word of promise, the word of encouragement that Jesus is speaking to our care receivers.
jesus speaks to the beleaguered Christians in Philadelphia, whose place in the people of
God is called into question by the synagogue there, "( have set before you an open door
that no one is able to shut" (Rev 3:7-8).1 2 Despite their lack of political or social power,
the way forward for them is assured. How many care receivers might need to hear such a
word from jesus on this road to healing, to wholeness: "/ have opened this door; no one
can shut you in; no one can keep you from moving forward as long as you stay connected
with me." How many people, like those early Christians in Philadelphia, need to hear jesus'
assurance that he will vindicate them in the sight of those who have abused and slandered
them (Rev 3 :9)? There is something vitally important in seeing jesus stand up for the worth
and value of the person who has been beaten down, abused, broken, etc., and in jesus
communicating that value to those who have mistreated and devalued that person. For
some, this might be a subject for the therapeutic use of guided imagery (more to follow)
as a foretaste of the eschatological horizon, where jesus will testify to the world (and, in
particular, our detractors) about us: "This is one whom I value, whom I have loved,
redeemed, and made my own and part of my father's family. This one whom you have
beaten down, abused, tried to destroy and subject to the life of your own false selves."
As Revelation concludes, it issues an invitation to Christ to come, and an invitation to
the thirsting to come (22: 17). Bringing these two parties together, inviting both into one
space, is the essence of Christian counseling. This requires great humility, a humility that
john incidentally models. In Revelation, john does not assume authority over the hearers,
nor does he insist that they heed his admonitions regarding their situations. Rather, he
comes alongside them as a "brother" who shares their hope and their plight (Rev I :9),
and opens them up to hear the voice of jesus, of God, of the Spirit. The Godhead is the
pastoral voice in Revelation, and john the facilitator; so in the counseling office, Christ is
the Counselor, and we are the facilitators.

The presence of God
The presence of God, and helping care receivers find a "safe place" in God's presence,
is an essential resource in inner healing and Christian counseling. john provides a stunning
depiction of God's character and heart for those who have suffered in Rev 7 ·15-17 He is
the one who shelters, comforts, wipes away the tears from the eyes of those who have
suffered, who have known loss and hardship because of their faithfulness to God's call.
Passages such as this one are healthfully used to inform and invite new images of God,
perhaps, where God had hitherto been imagined as the archetype of the rejecting or
abusive parent. Here, God is a safe place, one who will accept all our pain and crying,
who will affirm our deamess to him in his responses to our openness before him.
Earlier in Revelation, we see the martyrs taking advantage of this aspect of God's
character as they huddle beneath the shelter of the altar and cry out their deep pain to
God, calling for the vindication of their lives, the healing, that only God can bring (Rev
6:9-1 I>' Their example invites our care receivers to cry out to God when they feel that
injustice has been done to them, when they need to find their voice.13 So much brokenness is the result of being diminished, in some sense, by a situation, another person, or a
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demonic system, that the martyrs' specific cry for vindication- for affirmation of their
worth by some action of God in their lives and in the lives of those who have harmed
them-wilt often resonate with care receivers. The souls of the martyrs experience
assurance from God as they crowd undemeath his altar and cry out; from their experience
we learn that we don't have to get what we cry out for, but we need to cry out. We want
blood, we want vengeance; God offers a gift of a renewed life, the opportunity to become
pure and clean in him, and the summons to patience, resting in God and trusting him
that in his time all things shall unfold as they should. John captures in this vignette (the
"fifth seal") the healthful transformation that needs to happen in the lives of many of our
care receivers.

Worship and Prayer
In Revelation 4-5, we are invited into scenes of worship around the throne of God.
These scenes of worship, and those that will follow throughout Revelation, are essential to
lohn's pastoral strategy His congregations move about in a world where they are a
deviant minority, pulling themselves away from traditional foci of worship (the GrecoRoman and local deities, the imperial cult) and from the social settings of such worship
that involve the vast majority of their neighbors and leave the Christians in the periphery.
Here John's choice of genre-apocalypse-begins to make its power felt. lohn allows the
heavens to part over his congregations, and invites them to witness the activity of the realm
beyond sight. There in concentric circles around the throne of God and around the Lamb,
the various orders of angels in ever-increasing numbers gather around the true center of
the cosmos, climaxing in "every creature in heaven and on earth and under the earth"
joining in the worship of the One God (Rev 5: 13), It is from this center that true power
and judgment over the earth radiate (seen graphically in chapter six).
In light of this vision, those who gather around idols and around the worship of the
emperors emerge as the real minority and the true deviants (9:20-2 I, 13: I 1-18). They are
the ones who disrupt the cosmic order, who subvert piety, and not the Christians as their
neighbors aver. Indeed, Satan (the dragon) is the ultimate recipient of their worship
( 13:4). The worship of the traditional Greco-Roman gods was regarded by Jews as the
worship of demons (see I Cor 10: 19-20); as the Christians' neighbors worshiped the
gods that upheld the "peaceful" rule of the emperors, they were in fact casting in their lot
with God's enemy, the dragon, whose power upheld the beast.
It is in congregational worship of God and Jesus, then, that the Christians found their
place around the true center of the cosmos, and fell in line with the harmonious order of
"angels, archangels, and all the company of heaven." It is also from the vantage point of
worship that they were able to neutralize the draw of the dominant majority's devotion
to idols, and all the social pressures that pushed Christians back toward those centers of
worship. It is also in worship that God's presence becomes real and weightily felt for the
audiences. As the audience locates itself in the company of the redeemed gathered
before the throne (Rev 7:9-17, 15:2-4; etc.), they "find themselves" and are able to go
back into the world and not be victimized by it, nor swayed and shaped by it, but can
rather shape it and sway it as a witness and a channel of God's outreach.
Worship also involves not only the experience of presence, but also the communication
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of content. The themes of worship here include first God's creation of each of us, by his
pleasure and for his pleasure. What does this tell us about who we are in God's sight (an
object of God's delight), and what will be congruent with our true selves (living for God's
pleasure)? The second theme is Jesus' redemption of each one of us. What are we worth
in God's sight? What are we worth to Jesus? What is the value and dignity that Jesus gives
us (5:9-10; see I :5-6 again)? How does this heal our self-image and counterbalance ways
in which we have been made to look at ourselves by dysfunctional families (e.g., as victims
of sexual abuse), or by our own drinking in too much of the world's ethos of how worth
and significance are achieved and recognized? John encourages us to reflect together about
the power of well-designed worship to facilitate the transformational joumey. How would
care receivers be transformed by structuring in times of private and corporate worship into
their weeks? How might we direct them to attend to worship in ways that would help
them find themselves in God, and find in God a strong center from which to respond
afresh to the life situations, emotional turmoil, and deep wounds they face?
Closely connected with adoration and worship is prayer. In Revelation 8: 1-5, we are
reminded of the resource of prayer and given images that help us trust its effectiveness. We
are invited to visualize our prayers as incense rising before the throne of God, presented by
an angelic minister appointed for the task. Our prayers are indeed present to God,
reaching God, rising up to God's nostrils. And the same censer that holds the incense in
God's presence is cast down to the earth, causing all kinds of manifestations upon earth
as well as the advance of the seven angels with their trumpets. This second liturgical act
in the scene graphically depicts the efficacy of prayer, assuring us that it has definite
consequences for life on this earth.

Resources for guided imagery
As a visionary experience into which whole congregations are invited, Revelation is the
"guided imagery" resource par excellence. One set of images that runs throughout
Revelation involves the believer's clothing. In Rev 3 :4-5, the spiritual state of the
Christians in Sardis is described using the image of people soiling or not soiling their
clothes, and of people walking or not walking clad in white. In Rev 7·14, we encounter
the souls of people who have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of
the Lamb. The last of the seven beatitudes in Revelation pronounces them favored who
"wash their robes" (Rev 22: 14). These dynamic images of defilement, cleansing, restoration,
and renewal that served John so well can also serve us well as the basis for guided
imagery exercises.
Consider, as another example, the single image in 7· 16: "the sun will not scorch them,
nor any burning heat." This is an image that resonates with people in agrarian setting who
know what it is to labor through the heat of the day, to feel the sun's draining of their
energy, causing real pain and discomfort. It is an image reflective of toil and labor in
adverse conditions. It is also a promise of the end of the labors that beset us, the struggle
to press on and get through and the way that wears on us and drains us like the sun at
noonday. God promises to become himself a shelter, a place of shade, in the midst of the
burning heat of the day. How might such images be used to help clients see and take
hold of what God offers in the midst of, and promises for the end of, their struggles.
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John repeatedly invites his congregations to contemplate scenes of victory (e.g., Rev
7:9-17; 11.15-18; 15: 1-4). John clearly values the ability to see the end of the joumey as
something already accomplished as a resource for enabling perseverance and for providing
direction for responding to the specific challenges of the disciples' situation (here, resistance
to participation in imperial cult and the prosperity of Romel. He gave repeated attention to
cultivating an ability to see the victory on the other side of the conflict, to know that we
will come to the place where we can celebrate God's deliverance, faithfulness, and justice.
John uses this kind of guided imagery as a tool in his own pastoral context, serving his
own pastoral goals for these seven communities. How might we incorporate that into the
process of healing for individuals (e.g., in worship, in guided imagery, in prayed? What
would that do for our care receivers? When or how might it be helpful to invite our
clients to ask God for visions of life "on the other side" of healing, or of releasing the old
self with all its poisons and restrictions and compulsions, to form a vision of life lived from
the new self that can help sustain the difficult joumey? Those who can visualize a better
future are far more willing to make the sacrifices and investments necessary to attain it,
and have a compass that can help them discem when they are moving toward, and when
they are moving away from, that desired end.

4.

CONTRIBUTIONS TO A MODEL OF TRANSFORMATION

In addition to pointing us to a host of resources for the transformational journey to
which Christian counseling seeks to contribute (usually at crisis points), Revelation also
provides substantial material for reflecting on the process of transformation.

Listening for, and Internalizing, God's Words
The image of the scroll in chapter 10:8-11 an apt image for an important component
of the process of inner healing and Christian counseling, namely what we do with the
words we receive from God. The Word of God, the word of judgment written in the
scroll, on the one hand is pleasant to John's taste; it is only once its implications become
clear for life in this world, for how we view the realities around us, for how we must
respond to the word God has given us that the weight begins to be understood.
There is an analogy here for God's communication of timely words to the people
whom we counsel. Whether they receive words from God directly, or through us, or
through some other means, it is often a joy to hear God's liberating voice of truth. These
words make sense, they click and connect, they illumine and set free. They are sweet
words. But then when its implications really sink in, when they are compelled by it to
re-examine our lives, to release comfortable and comforting sins, to change, it becomes a
great burden and source of anguish. When they have to grow into those words in the
midst of a real-life situation that may not be remotely supportive of where those words are
leading that person (as, indeed, John's and John's churches' environment was not remotely
supportive of where Christ's words were leading them), it becomes anguish and bittemess.
We can prepare people for this, even as the angel prepared John for the transition
from the sweet and liberating experience of receiving the word from God to the bitter
experience of holding to that word in the thick of unsupportive life situations. We can talk
to our care receivers about the words they will receive from God being sweet, nourishing,
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and life-giving. We can caution them that the word will carry with it great responsibility
and burden, often pain, anxiety, and anguish, on the way to their really digesting and
embodying the word that Cod gives them, especially in light of opposition that they will
encounter. They will face intemal opposition as they give up coping mechanisms and
their compensators, and have to build from the ground up again in some areas of life. They
will face external opposition from those with whom they are or have been in relationship,
as those relationships have to change, as sins and wounds have to be confronted and
worked through, perhaps as relationships even have to be broken and put aside for the
sake of healing. As the course of responding to Cod's word takes them further into
confronting, in concert with the Christian community, the ways in which domination
systems have impacted their lives, the resistance and hostility will only intensify. Society
is supportive of its members finding greater mental health up to a point, but not when
that quest leads its members to question the fundamental assumptions and arrangements
of the society itself. There is a lot of bitterness to the stomach that accompanies the
process of healing and responding to Cod's very sweet word.
The believer who responds healthfully to Jesus' word is acclaimed a conqueror (2:7,
I I, 17, 26; 3 :5, 12, 21, see also 15:2), This is an image that can also embolden and
encourage our care receivers, who are often engaged in nothing less strenuous than a
contest or battle, an attempt to wrestle with the hand that they have been dealt in life.
They need to both to hear Jesus' summons to conquer and to see the visions of those
who have conquered, so as not to be overcome, for example, by the force of a destiny
imposed on them by dysfunctional relationships or oppressive social structures.

Denial versus Repentance
Readers of Revelation are struck by the attitude of unrepentance among the people
visited by Cod's plagues and punishments (Rev 9:20-21; 16:4-1 I), But John merely
depicts graphically what we know to be a persistent problem with humanity. Even when
we reap the whirlwind in the consequences of our poor choices, our self-destructive
habits, our inclinations to sin; even when the consequences hit us in the face and bring us
down low, there is the real possibility that we will not repent. We will resist; we will cling
to our sin and to our painkillers <substance abuse, sexual gratification, materialism and
consumerism, to name but a few} rather than be chastened, corrected, and repent and
have a chance at a new kind of life.
John poses to us, and to those whom we counsel, the pressing question: what do we
do when in Cod's ordering the wounds we have inflicted come back upon us? John
envisions one response- flying from our responsibility by blaming and cursing Cod (Rev
16:9, I I). The "false self' is so strong that it now stops at nothing to preserve itself from
its great enemy, namely facing itself, acknowledging Cod's justice, repenting, and casting
the naked and real self before Cod for mercy. The latter course, which is what Jesus seeks
from his churches when confronted with his admonitions in the seven oracles, makes
possible the redemption of any life, any situation, any relationship, no matter how broken.
Repenting is essential to finding wholeness. This is a constant refrain of the seven oracles
(Rev 2:5, 16, 21, 22; 3:3, 19), We are challenged to help those we counsel to take
responsibility for the sins they have indulged, for which they have made room in our
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lives, and to say ''I'm not going to make room for this any more." The Nicolaitans taught
that one could eat at the Lord's table and the table of demons; one could keep one's faith
compartmentalized here and make room for indulgence there. John retorts that there can
be no wholeness until we bring ourselves wholly to the Lord.
One thing that facilitates repentance (as opposed to retrenchment) is the fact that the
Accuser has been overthrown (J 2: I Ol. Sins are brought to light not for accusation, calling
for denial and defense, but for the purpose of restoration. As the power of the "accuser"
recedes, confronting sin can lead to the experience of God's deliverance, power, and
kingdom breaking into the lives of the believers. The difference is found in the blood of
the Lamb: through confession, forgiveness, and adoption we triumph in Christ over the
work of the accuser.

Inner Healing in Microcosm
The oracle to the church in Laodicea (Rev 3.14-22) has always been a focus of special
interest, usually because of a perennial sense that this is the oracle to our generation
(though, tellingly, this would only be true of the rich, prosperous, complacent churches in
the great Western nations; the oracle to Laodicea has little to say to the majority of the
churches of our generation, who in their faithful obedience- often unto death-more
resemble the churches in Smyrna and Philadelphial. 14
The Christians in Laodicea were taken in by the lure of Rome's prosperity. They are
far from being a persecuted church-they are a prospering church, and they have so
internalized their civic identity that Jesus addresses them on that basis (with references
to Laodicea's aqueducts, its medical school, and its garment industry) rather than on
anything distinctively Christian. They have swallowed the myth that prosperity makes for
security, and so have been halted in their progress toward Christ-likeness by self-deception.
Encountering these Christians, Jesus peels off the mask of the false self that says "I am
rich, 1 have prospered, 1 need nothing" (Rev 3: 17a), laying bare the true state of need:
they are "wretched, poor, naked, pitiable, and blind" (Rev 3: 17b). Then Jesus invites those
believers to find what they need in Jesus, giving up their pretensions to having filled their
need by way of their prosperous economy in Laodicea, since money can't touch the
inner needs of the human being (Rev 3: 18). This oracle (Rev 3: 14-2 1) is a microcosm of
the inner healing process. IS People come to seek help because of the difficulties in particular life situations, but beneath those difficulties lie the deeper issues. First, Jesus seeks to strip
away the painkillers and the false self they maintain. He seeks to enable our care receivers
to see, acknowledge, and allow themselves to feel what is going on beneath the
painkillers. Then he invites them to bring those needs to Jesus to be met in him in a way
that brings freedom rather than bondage and dysfunction. Most appropriate here is the
promise of intimate communion with those who respond to his rebuke and invitation
(Rev 3: 18-20l, an invitation that gives our care receivers the courage to make this difficult
journey.

Emerging from Domination Systems
Revelation's most distinctive contribution to Christian counseling remains the way it
pushes us beyond dealing with an individual's relational problems, personal core wounds,
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individualistic lies, and the like, and compels us to face the impact of complicity with
domination systems upon our personal wholeness.
In Revelation 13 and 17- 18, John reveals two major ways by which Satan was
deceiving the people in the world of his audience: Roman imperial ideology- the
glorification, the deification of the emperors and the myth of Roma Aetema propagated
by cult, coin, and court epic- and the system of gross violence and exploitation that it
masked. ' 6 Court poets lauded Rome and her emperors as the chosen vessels by which
the gods would bring order, rule by law, and peace to the orbis terrarum, the circle of the
lands around the Mediterranean that constituted, in their minds, the "world that counted."
Augustus was revered in Italy and the provinces alike as the savior and benefactor of that
world, who ushered in an era of peace after a generation of civil wars. The provinces
responded to Augustus and his successors by offering cultic honors- worship- as an
appropriately magnificent token of gratitude and loyalty Such titles as "highest priest,
father of the fatherland, son of his deified father" adorned the emperor in inscriptions,
coins, and official documents. Rome herself was worshiped as a beneficent goddess: in a
particularly telling coin image, the goddess Roma stands beside the defied emperor,
whom she crowns with a laurel of victory, inside a temple erected "to Rome and the
Augusti." Christians in the seven cities were constantly confronted with such images- why
should they not be good citizens as well as good Christians, as the Nicolaitans argued?!
Only the vivid language of apocalyptic and the possibilities the genre of apocalypse
provided for getting "outside" the system to look at it from a vantage point from without
would enable people caught up within that system to "wake up" and see who it was
that they were in bed with. John exposes the underside of imperialism. Is not the selfglorification and the worship of Rome and her emperors an affront of the first order to
the One God, who commands us not to share his glory with another? How many
thousands had to die to ensure Roman "peace"? How many dissenters were silenced,
many of them our Christian sisters and brothers, because they were deemed a threat to
this "order"? Whose interests are really served by this allegedly beneficent system? When
the wealth is drained from the provinces to satisfy the insatiable consumption of Rome's
citizens, when entire economic systems are in place to ensure the enjoyment of luxurious
plenty by a precious few, how can we can this goddess anything but a harlot?
Revelation issues a summons to us to reflect on how modem domination systems
"deceive," how they create and reinforce "false selves" and "false consciousness" into
which we, as subjects raised within these overlapping systems, are immersed. How do
these domination systems contribute to our experience of distorted relationships, or to the
denial and destruction of relationship? Patriarchy, for example, has consistently led to a
pattern of domination in relationships across gender lines, inviting intimidation, abuse, and
manipulation. How has that distorted malelfemale relationships for millennia? It has also
led to cutting women off from a host of expressions of talent and calling, relegating
women to private spaces (and also relegating men to public spaces), leading incidentally
to the formation of a "corporate culture" that is distorted by virtue of embracing only
stereotyped "male" values that spawns its own evils (e.g., in terms of ecological rape,
valuing of profit over people, etc.). Nationalism, for another example, exercises its
constraints against the Christian idea of a global Body of Christ. The economic system of
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capitalism maximizes profit and efficiency at the cost of commitment to people, the
well-being of families and local communities, and the earth. It also inscribes an ethos of
competition versus cooperation, which then fights very hard against the Spirit, whose
values are quite the opposite. Material gain and the pursuit of commodities become
painkillers, and our lives become inauthentic shadows insofar as we organize our lives
around, and invest our energies in, their acquisition. Revelation thus calls us to become
sensitive to how Satanic deception has entered into our own, our churches', and our care
receivers' consciousness, experience, and mental processes at these and other points.
Revelation 18:4-8 holds before us a dimension of spiritual formation, of growing into
Christ-likeness, that is easy to overlook-and that, frankly, the "kingdoms of this world"
hope we will overlook in our own formation and in our work with others. Domination
systems like Rome are built and maintained by violence, legitimated by deceptive and
seductive ideologies, protected by suppression of Cod's prophetic witnesses, fed by sucking
the earth dry to maintain the idolatrous consumerism of her elites. Domination systems
never speak about themselves in this way; they develop "false selves" or "idealized selves"
that they project, and they invite their members to view their place in the domination
system as a place of cooperation within, even contribution to, the domination system
seen in its "false self," not as unreflective servitude to the domination system in its real self.
At the social, political, and economic level, therefore, a "false self' or "false consciousness"
is being nurtured within us from birth, so that we will grow up to serve the domination
systems in which we are entangled, never knowing freedom from it, acting instead like
batteries fueling the monstrous system.
Insight, repentance, and regeneration have to happen at this level in our lives and in
our care receivers' lives and our churches' lives as well, if we are to attain to the vision of
wholeness that Cod holds out for human community. How, then, do we respond to the
summons, "come out of her, my people, so that you do not share in her sins and receive
her punishments"? Surely any process of Christian counseling or inner healing that fails to
address this level of "demonization," or help believers-in-community to examine and
reject their collusion with (their bond-service to) domination systems, fails to achieve the
liberation it promises.

Recovering Spiritual Virginity
Revelation often "works" by creating contrasting pictures, impelling the hearers to
identify with one of these pictures and experience revulsion at the other. John's
overarching goal, after all, is to liberate the hearers from the draw of the forces of
unwholeness around them and impel them forward toward single-hearted devotion to
Christ, in which wholeness (integration and integrity) is to be found. Revelation 14,1-5 is
a positive image of the redeemed gathered around the Lamb, juxtaposed to the revolting
vision of worshippers gathered around the cult of the beast, and the treatment of those
who refuse to offer cultic honors to the beast (Rev 13: I 1-18). John's hearers are impelled
thereby to identify with the privileged company in Rev 14: \-5, which becomes a graphic
depiction of an ideal of discipleship.
Key to understanding this image of 144,000 male virgins is our ability to push through
the literal level and read it in light of the sexual and relational imagery that pervades
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Revelation. John is not literally calling women a source of defilement, nor promoting
abstinence from all sexual relations as a path to special distinction in God's sight. Rather,
this ideal is seen in the context of a book that has spoken about committing fomication
or adultery with Jezebel (e.g., through "getting in bed" with her compromised Gospel.
Rev 2:20-22); eating idol meats and committing fornication (that is, compromising one's
complete allegiance to the One God and the Lamb for the sake of temporal gain and
the avoidance of conflict, Rev 2: 14, 20); Babylon's cup full of the passion of herfornication
(Rev 14:8; 17- 18); Babylon's love-hate relationship with the Beast (Rev 17:3, 16- 17); the
Bride adorned for union with the Lamb (Rev 19:7-9; 21 .2). The chastity of the 144,000
signals their refusal to be seduced by the lures of prosperity, or violated by the pressures
put upon them to join in idolatrous unions with false gods.
The 144,000 represent an ideal that can be achieved by the pathway of (a) selfexamination of complicity with the gods of this age and how that is defiling our hearts,
relationships, and behaviors; (b) renunciation and confession, "making our robes white in
the blood of the Lamb" (Rev 7 14); (c) finding strength, hope, and acceptance standing in
Jesus' presence (the 144,000 stand beside the Lamb in a context of ongoing conflict); and
(d) following the Lamb's leading, wherever that takes us. Significantly, the 144,000 speak
the truth, having heard it first from God. They exhibit the courage required by all who
would grow into wholeness in Christ, hearing God's truth, embodying God's truth,
renouncing every lie and every counterfeit of life. Together with the host of other images
presented in Revelation, they contribute to pointing the way toward the "perfect freedom"
that is our inheritance in Christ.
NOTES
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Stephen Adams, "and all who would might enter, and no one was denied"-beautiful sentiments,
but not shared by the author of Rev 21 :8; 22; 14-15.
8.
See D. A. deSilva, "The 'Image of the Beast' and the Christians in Asia Minor," Trinity
loumal12NS (1991) 185-206, and the extensive literature on this subject therein cited.
9.
An outstanding, and helpfully concise, exploration of these domination systems can be
found in Dale C. White, Making a lust Peace (Nashville, TN: Abingdon, 1998).
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The right of private judgment is founded upon a right conception of conscience as
a source of knowledge; the liberty of conscience as a social or communal guarantee;
and integral to that guarantee, religious toleration.
The rationale for private judgment is that every person must have liberty of
conscience to judge what is God's will for his life. Judgment always involves some
form of knowledge whether that arises from a moral sense, an affection or feeling, or
a rule of life proceeding from Scripture and grace-enabled reason. In the Reformation
tradition, developed particularly by Martin Luther and Melanchthon the concept
would be crucially related to sola Scriptura and sola fidei. Scripture must be that
fundament for knowledge and truth. The acquisition of right knowledge is found
in the Apostolic witness to Jesus the Christ, upon Christ's own teaching, upon the
Father's gifts and the Holy Spirit's guidance (testimonium intemum Spiritus sanctD. This
testimony of the Spirit is "a state of conviction not induced by argument but by
direct perception,'" a position which John Calvin held.
For the Reformers, sola
justification by faith alone was crucial to a good and
clear conscience. Without "alien righteousness," the divine source of righteous
covering, the conscience must be confused and distorted. A right relationship with
God sets the conscience aright with a greater capacity to know right and wrong. A
good conscience is the fruit of this standing with God. Conscience is, nevertheless,
an immature faculty. It is possible and necessary that it be instructed and educated.
Bishop Gore of the Church of England wrote: "Man's first duty is not to follow his
conscience but to enlighten his conscience." 2 St. Paul deals with this question in
Romans 14.
When it comes to natural logic or reason, Calvin, more than Luther, would
affirm the world as the theater of divine majesty and truth. Man is able through
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rational exercises to perceive the divine and by common grace he may reach conclusions
about God's purposes. Compared to divine revelation such "natural revelation" (so, Brunner)
is relatively minimal. It was not lost in man because of God's precedent (prevenient) grace.
Luther comparatively would treat reason with suspicion, giving it an unflattering term as
"the devil's whore" However this must not be taken as Luther's definitive word on the
subject. Like Barth who argued for the supremacy of the analogia
Luther wished to
accent scriptural revelation. Emil Brunner's well known opposition to Barth's views are
illustrated in their famous argument "Yes" and "No" to natural revelation.
Although Luther would develop a strong commitment to private judgment, the
practical outcomes of that doctrine in liberty and toleration would not be realized for
many decades except in some rationalists like Sebastien Castellio and to some degree in
Michael Servetus. More evident in the Pietists, the ideas of toleration in matters of faith
would await another era. The Enlightenment rationalists would argue for toleration on
other grounds than Christian norms.
The Pietists, as Roland Bainton has asserted, built upon the principle of toleration in
doctrine believing in the love of God in the heart to be as strong or stronger than the verbalizations of faith.} No rejection of sound teaching may be inferred from this priority, as
we may see in Johann Gerhardt, Johann Amdt, or Philip Spener.
WESLEY AND PRIVATE JUDGMENT

Wesley like his Reformation forebears held to the principle within the context of
conscience, liberty of conscience and religious toleration. As in his many writings these
opinions emerged from the matrix of biblical faith, the primitive church, Puritan sources
and in the dialogue with the teachings of rationalist contemporaries.
BIBLICAL SOURCES

Wesley's insights on conscience emerge from a wide ranging scriptural context. Most
important are his interpretations of S1. Paul's presentation of the law written on the
human heart. While the people of God - Israel - have the written law, every person has
the law of God written on the heart, in graced conscience. Against those who wished to
define this as an aspect of "natural man," Wesley insisted that the grace of God is at
work in everyone. Defined as preventing (prevenient) grace or as God's graced gift, the
"conscience" is capable of making judgments about right or wrong. Found in the
Christian spectrum of doctrine from Augustine <369-430> AD. through the 39 Articles
of Religion (1648) to Wesley, prevenience means that God always acts gracefully to us
before any offering we may make to Him. Yon Hugel wrote: "God always precedes us."
I have argued elsewhere4 that Wesley seems to treat prevenience in Christological
terms, a logical implication from his doctrine of grace. This however requires a Trinitarian
perspective. Wesley does not drift toward Christocentric or any other form of unitarianism.
Conscience, a capacity illumined by grace, does not stand apart from rational reflection.
"There is none of all its faculties which the soul has less in its power than this," Wesley
writes of conscience.s Like all of God's gifts this faculty may be abused, suppressed, or
quenched but not easily. Nevertheless, questions of conscience arise requiring the
enlightenment of Scripture and reason:
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Many cases of conscience are not to be solved without the utmost exercise of our
reason. In ...all the duties of common life, God has given us our reason for a guide.
And it is only by acting up to the dictates of it, by using all the understanding God
has given us, that we can have a conscience void of offense towards God and
towards man. 6
Wesley qualifies his emphasis on the "exercise of our reason" by developing a
conception of spiritual sight or sense. Following john Locke, he believes that our ideas
are not innate but proceed from "spiritual senses" or a "new class of senses" The natural
senses cannot discern objects of a spiritual kind. He insists that
...your reasoning justly... presupposes true judgments already formed whereon to
ground your argumentation. And .. .it is certainly necessary that you have senses
capable of discerning objects of this kind: ... but spiritual senses exercised to discern
spiritual good and evil.?
Apart from this sense, which he may call internal sense "you can have no apprehension
of divine things.
Wesley echoes Bishop Joseph Butler of Bristol whose Analogy of Religion and Sennons
were within Wesley's purview. We know that Wesley read the AnalogyB and it is probable
that he knew Butler's sermon "Upon the Natural Supremacy of Conscience" Here Butler
calls conscience, the:
superior principle of reflection ... in every man ... which passes judgment upon himself..., pronounces determinately some actions ... to be in themselves just, right and
good; others to be in themselves evil... without being consulted,. .. magisterially
exerts itself.... It is by this faculty natural to man, that he is a moral agent. 9
Wesley as we have seen would deny Butler's assertion that this faculty is "natural to
man" but is in agreement with the supremacy of conscience over understanding, without
rejecting the value of reason. Conscience is better described as prevenient grace at work.
FRANCIS HUTCHESON

Wesley's conception of conscience is developed most fully in his literary dialogue with
Francis Hutcheson, Professor of Moral Philosophy at Glasgow University, and a teacher of
Adam Smith. Hutcheson's Essay on the Nature and Conduct of the Passions and Affections was
written in I 728, two years prior to his appointment at Glasgow. 'o Evidently read much
later by Wesley, the discussion was from the sermon on "Conscience" by Wesley. I I
In his largely seminal work ' 2 Hutcheson's moral theory considered five senses two of
which have particular relevance. The "public sense" is "our Determination to be pleased
with the Happiness of others, and to be uneasy at their misery." The "moral sense" by
which "we perceive Virtue or Vice in ourselves others"'3 is central.
Hutcheson gave special thought to the moral sense as the avenue of perceiving virtue
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and vice. While spelling out his concepts of vice and virtue more adequately in his
Inquiry Concerning Moral Good and Evil (J 725),14 he repeats in the Essay his notion that
virtue is found in that which evokes pleasure or agreeableness, and vice in displeasure or
disagreeableness. Actions are virtuous because they please irrespective of advantage. The
moral sense approves the virtuous and disapproves the vicious on the basis of the pleasure
or displeasure evoked. But, it is argued, may not the moral sense approve the vicious and
disapprove virtue? Hutcheson admits that this may be an exceptional condition, contrary to
the "general Sense of Mankind," and that reason often corrects the "Report of our Senses."
He indicated that any instances of such confusion or "disorder" of the moral sense would
be hard to find. l s Clearly, Hutcheson possessed great optimism regarding man. 16
Hutcheson also discussed the relationship of virtue and God's will. He cited some who
insisted that for an action to be virtuous it must have been previously known to be
acceptable to the Deity and performed with a design to please or obey Him. Hutcheson
took a different view.
When a Person ... not thinking at present of the DE[TY, or of a Community, or
System, does a beneficent Action from particular Love, he evidences Goodness of
Temper The bare Absence of the Idea of a DE[TY, or of Affections to him, can evidence no evil....
[t seems probable, that however we must look upon that Temper as exceedingly
imperfea...in which Gratitude toward the universal Benefaaor.... Perfection and Goodness, are
not the strongest and most prevalent Affections; yet particular Aaions may be... virtuous,
where there is no actual Intention of pleasing the DE[TY, influencing the Agent. 17
Wesley responded to Hutcheson's ideas in his own sermon on conscience. He included
the public and moral sense in the idea of conscience. 18 Acknowledging that Hutcheson was
correct in asserting that man is uneasy when he has done a cruel deed and pleased with a
generous action, Wesley would not allow that the "moral sense" or conscience is
now natural to man. Rather, he insisted that it is in fallen man the gift of God called
preventing grace. As Wesley interpreted Hutcheson, the philosopher had excluded
God from religion, giving Him no place in his idea of virtue; thus Hutcheson's system
was atheistic. Wesley further believed Hutcheson taught that if one performed a virtuous
action with an eye toward God, who either commanded it or promised to reward it, his
action was without virtue.19
Careful analysis of Hutcheson's Essay on the Passions does not provide corroboration of
Wesley's claims. Hutcheson was not atheistic. He did not exclude God from his scheme
of virtue, but argued for the virtue of actions even if they are not intentionally done to
please God. Hutcheson surely perceived the superiority of actions done to please
God, over those done from lesser motives. 20 Yet, he argued that the beneficent action
performed without specific reference to God is still virtuous. Wesley did correctly
interpret Hutcheson's view concerning man, perceiving his optimistic anthropology to
be in contradiction to the Scriptural and historical picture of man.
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THE PuRITAN INFLUENCE

The Puritan concern for the sensitive conscience was transmitted to Wesley through
different writers in the Puritan tradition. His own taproot drove deep into that strata and
drew of its vitality. He read and admired John Owen and Richard Baxter, and through
Daniel NeaJ21 became acutely aware of the Puritan struggle for liberty of conscience of
which Neal wrote so persuasively When Wesley set down his mature thoughts on
conscience, he turned toward one whom he saw as the epitome of the conscientious life,
his grandfather, Samuel Annesley. It is not without significance that Wesley's one systematic treatment of the doctrine of conscience was brought to its conclusion by a
lengthy extraction from Annesley's book of sermons, The Morning Exercise of Cripple Cate.
This volume is said to "occupy an important place in the literature on the Puritan theology
of conscience and the conscience-guided life."22
The extract from Annesley contains the essence of the introspection recognized in
other familiar devotional tracts and guides: the discipline encouraged, the solemnity and
brevity of life reiterated, the imitation of Christ, the faithfulness of the sovereign God. The
extract was from Annesley's sermon on "Universal Conscientiousness" and contained
pithy aphorisms that Wesley must have enjoyed, such as, "We have nothing to do but to
mind our duty," or "Let every action have reference to your whole life and not to a part
only." If these guides to disciplined life were followed, conscience would not go astray.23
A

SOCIAL SENSE

Drawing both upon Hutcheson and Annesley, Wesley emphasized a social sense, or
what Hutcheson called the "public sense." Here Wesley's familiar position comes to the
fore: ''There is no holiness but social holiness." To Wesley, involvement in contemporary
affairs was a matter of conscience, and this meant social concern. It was here that
Wesley's principle that faith expressed itself by love, in acts of love, was worked out.
Wesley structured his view of conscience as socially-oriented in his analysis of
Hutcheson's moral sense and Annesley's sermon on conscience.
Samuel Annesley stressed the etymology of the word conscience, describing it as
"knowing with another." Wesley mentioned this in passing, choosing not to emphasize
the etymology.24 However, he did approve, in a qualified sense, Francis Hutcheson's
notion that man possesses several senses beside the natural sense, the "moral sense" and
the "public sense:'25 or preventing grace for Wesley.26 The "social conscience" has these
two senses. The former suffers anguish when one's fellow man faces misery, and is happy
at his deliverance. The latter affirms benevolence, and condemns cruelty, whether
performed by one's self or another. "Do not all men, however uneducated or barbarous,
allow, it is right to do to others as we would have them do to UST 27 Wesley questioned.
However, he would not carry this interpretation of man as benevolent to the extent that
Hutcheson carried it, simply because he believed that the fall of man made man capable
of acts of malice and cruelty. Hutcheson's view of man was much more benign and
idealistic. Like Shaftesbury, who opposed the orthodox Christian concept of human
depravity, suggesting that man is naturally inclined toward goodness and beauty,28
Hutcheson believed that benevolence characterized most men?9 His Essay on the Passions,
as Wesley seems rightly to understand, indicates that no man is capable of malice or of
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finding pleasure in another's misery, and that nearly every man is virtuous as long as he
lives. Wesley insisted that Hutcheson's optimism was unrealistic and untrue. 30 Drawing
upon his usual sources of knowledge, he wrote,
I know both from Scripture, reason, and experience that his picture of man is not
drawn from the life. It is not true that no man is capable of malice, or delight in
giving pain; much less that every man is virtuous, and remains so as long as he
lives; nor does the Scripture allow that any action is good which is done without
any design to please God J I
Goodness exists in any action when it is performed from godly intention, according
to Wesley.
Thus Wesley's concept of the "social conscience" is informed by a realistic, Scriptural
view of man's estrangement from God and man. Conscience makes evident the act or
thought which should be followed with respect to the neighbor, but man fails to live out
what he knows. Wesley emphasized that the insanity of war, the selfishness of certain
contemporary economic practices, the enslavement of noble men, the traffic of hard
liquor, and an assortment of other practices, clearly and starkly painted the deviations of
human actions.
Conscience shows the benevolent act or attitude toward the neighbor, toward all men.
This makes conscience sociocentric as well as individual in character. Conscience is active
in creating a knowledge of the moral character of one's relationship to society. It does
provide sanctions for structuring a right relationship, but it does not create the positive
power which engenders such a relationship.
It is a matter of Christian conscience, Wesley argued, to express living faith by love. His
excerpt from Annesley's sermon, "Universal Conscientiousness," draws this out, teaching
the imitation of Christ, the absolute pattern, who constantly did good to men. Follow
Christ in this, and "your conscience will continue right.. .. "32
In summary, for Wesley, conscience guides us to an understanding of the quality of an
action or attitude toward the neighbor. Conscience is active, providing a rnoral perspective to every social action. The pattern of economics, the structure of politics, the bases of
war, and social dynamics are brought under the purview of conscience. They are thereby
moralized. Wesley's treatment of social issues is consistently ethical because conscience
or the moral sense passes judgment upon their rightness or wrongness. The Christian
conscience does the same thing, in a sharper, more insightful manner J3
LIBERTY OF CONSCIENCE AND PRIV ATE JUDGMENT

In Wesley's views on liberty of conscience we must consider his Puritan heritage. His
grandfather, Samuel Annesley, father of Susanna, mother of John and Charles, was a
Puritan pastor.
John Wesley, his paternal grandfather, was a Puritan who suffered much under the
oppressive measures known as the Conventicles Acts and The Five Mile Act. These statutes,
legislated by the Restoration leaders (1660 and after) made it extremely difficult for Puritans
to maintain a livelihood. John Wesley died of these restrictions in only his thirty-ninth year.
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Great grandfathers, both named John White played significant roles in Puritan
opposition to James I and Charles I (1603-1625, and 1625-1649). Charles had
vowed to "harry them [Puritans] out of the land." John White of Dorchester was one of
the founders of the Massachusetts Bay Colony (1628). The other White was a lawyer
who wrote a tract for the Westminster Assembly arguing in a Calvinistic vein that people
have a right to rise against a repressive monarch, presumably a Charles I, whose execution
of January 30, 1649, was the culmination of the Roundhead (Puritan) revolt. Puritanism
reigned in England until the Restoration of Charles II in 1660. Wesley's parents, Samuel
and Susanna, first drank of the theological vintage of Puritanism, but in their early years
moved into the Established Church.
The concepts of liberty of conscience and the right of private judgment may seem to
be synonymous. In fact, private judgment is an essential expression of liberty. Without the
latter the former is not possible. Some have argued for a distinction between the two.
This is the case in the Establishment's concepts of "passive obedience and non-resistance",
i.e., that one may hold private views but must not give any public form to them or else
punishment occurs. The Church of England in its Homilies and its hermeneutic on
Romans 13: 1-7 had made disobedience to a monarch a sin against God. This made liberty
of conscience a moot point. Liberty of conscience and religious or political coercion are
polar opposites.
Wesley wrestled with this problem when he was challenged to cease preaching in
another's diocese. It was contrary to Anglican canon law. In a classic case Bishop Joseph
Butler had directed Wesley to leave Bristol. Wesley argued in these instances of resistance
that "If a dispensation of the gospel is committed to me, no church has power to enjoin
me to silence. Neither has the state; though it may abuse its power and enact laws
whereby I suffer for preaching the gospel."34 His refusal was even more passionate in the
face of opposition by bishops: "they [Methodists] think Episcopal authority cannot reverse
what is fixed by divine authority." Where parish priests "palm upon their congregations a
wretched mixture of dead form and maimed morality" it is a matter of conscience to
preach Christ's gospel to these people.
He argued further that his ordination by Bishop Potter of Oxford was not to a specific
parish but as "a Priest of the Church universal" adding that he had "an indeterminate
commission to preach the word of God in any part of the Church of England."35 If the
issue were an indifferent, i.e., adiaphara, thing Wesley held that obedience for conscience'
sake was necessary.
In the matter of preaching and any work related to the salvation of souls, Wesley
consistently fought for liberty of conscience in both church and state. He linked liberty
and private judgment by appeal to natural law. It is "an indefeasible right, it is inseparable
from humanity."J6 Conscience is the final bar of appeal; every man "must judge for himself,
because every man must give an account of himself to God."37
In a historical picture, Wesley recalls the Smithfield fires under "Bloody Mary", the
persecutions under Elizabeth, james I and Charles II; prosecution in Star Chambers38 and
the act against Conventicles, or "gathered churches" outside the Anglican church. All of
these had created suffering to thousands, loss of property in a nation renowned for
property rights, and mob actions against Methodists and others. Why the oppressive
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measures? "Because they did not dare to worship God according other men's consciences."'9 In his reference to natural right or natural law, Wesley is employing a familiar
principle of his times. William Blackstone's Commentaries stated that law signifies a rule of
action prescribed by a superior which an inferior is to obey. The will of the Creator is
called the law of nature by Blackstone and is of higher obligation than any other law.
Human laws which are contrary to this, being instituted by "inferiors," are invalid. Wesley
developed this same argument in his Thoughts Upon Siavery40 If ten thousand human laws
support slavery, they stand under the judgments of divine law.
Richard Hooker had argued cautiously for the right of private judgments unless the
law of God enjoined the contrary. With some logic he feared the disappearance of "social
life in the world," if private judgment were not kept in boundaries. 4 !
Daniel Neal's Puritan analysis claimed: "The protestant non-conformists [Puritans)
observe with pleasure the right reverend fathers of the church owning the cause of
religious liberty, that private judgment ought to be formed upon examination, and that
religion is a free and unforced thing."42 Of whom Neal spoke is not clear. It appears that his
was more of a plea than a historical description.
For Wesley the Protestant Reformation rests upon the right of private judgment;<' loss
of it "destroys the right...on which that whole Reformation stands." Elsewhere Wesley
would insist on Luther's doctrine that the Reformation is founded upon justification by
faith (Articulus stantis vel cadentis EcclesiaeJ. This assessment is entirely consistent with
Wesley's opinions on private judgment. Much of his Church, had forgotten salvation by
faith. This doctrine was central to his works, and its loss a powerful symptom of the
Church's malaise.
In the first annual conference of the Methodists (1744) the question of private
judgment was raised, considering the dependence of one member upon another's
judgment. In speculative issues they would follow rational argument, but in matters of
conscience liberty was determinative. In 1747, this position was reached :
And this is the grand principle of every man's right to private judgment...on which
Calvin, Luther, Melanchthon and all the ancient Reformers, both at home and
abroad, proceeded.""
In his debates with Richard Challoner, a Roman Catholic, who argued against private
judgment, Wesley insisted that this right must determine one's choice of religion 4S
Finally, Wesley employed this doctrine in letters to William Wilberforce and others in
authority to seek political relief for his Methodist societies. The Act of Toleration (I 689)
had granted legitimacy to registered chapels, but was not adequate for those who,
remaining in the Church, were seeking by their societies to promote reform. At last
Wesley registered his chapels under the Act, but he was never to leave the Church of
England. Registration of societies and the ordination of men for the American ministry
were decisive expressions of his claim to liberty of conscience. By the terms of Canon
Law and Convocation he was a rebel. However, Convocation was prorogued 46 during
his life and a Church thus weakened took no punitive action against him.
Despite the lack of official Church discipline, the societies were under attack from
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indifferent or antagonistic officials and mobs. Wesley's appeal to Wilberforce echoes his
appeal for liberty and accents his belief in religious toleration.
TOLERATION

The meaning of tolerance is diverse, ranging from permission of a minority opinion, or
no opinion in religious matters, to indifference toward any religious ideas. Where dissent
from an established religion, like the Church of England, is allowed, toleration may be similar
to the Act of Toleration by which the state gave legality to Dissenters or non-conformists
such as Quakers or Baptists. However, what the state gives it in some sense controls. Where
the state approves tax free structures for religious organizations, the prospect of stifling
political criticism is present. Free speech and assembly may be jeopardized where a church
or pastor speaks against a law or a judicial edict. In America that is recognized in the Roe
v. Wade case legitimizing abortion. In the gradual secularization of American society the
Court in the 20th century takes on more and more cases involving religion. The opinions
of a few have been imposed on millions of citizens by the "law making" of a judicial
body. That is not toleration.
W K. Jordan's classic The Development of Religious Toleration in England defines
philosophical toleration as the attitude of mind "which has definite and pronounced
religious opinions, but which is able and willing to concede to other minds the right to
retain and practice contrary religious beliefs ...."47 While this definition may describe
Wesley's mind or attitude, Jordan's subsequent opinion that this cannot be attained by an
"evangelical intelligence" facing souls confronted with everlasting condemnation opposes
Wesley's view. In a society where there is religious toleration the evangelical intelligence
functions in a dialogical experience. The evangel has as much freedom to "offer Christ,"
as Wesley put it, as the secularist has to propose his ideas. In America that was provided
constitutionally by the First Amendment, but experience is teaching that "free exercise" is
being eroded by some mischievous rulings.
RELIGIOUS TOLERATION

What was Wesley's approach to religious toleration? We have seen that everyone must
have the right of private judgment precisely because everyone must answer to God. On
that premise God's call in Christ must be faithfully proclaimed. The Christian's persuasion
is just that; it must not be coercive or manipulative. With good reason we worry about
the coercive effects of judicial or legislative law which does not rest on reasonable bases,
let alone its contradictions of divine law.
Wesley's analysis of religious toleration builds upon the Methodist experience of
persecution, the Puritan struggle as a background; the doctrinal issue including the
question of heresy and the adiaphora; and the Roman Catholic relationship to the
Church and nation.
As the Methodist societies advanced in England its precarious standing became a special
problem. The opportunity for reforming societies with the Church (ecclesiolae in ecclesia)
was suppressed placing legitimate reform efforts outside the pale. Wesley sought repeatedly
to commend the loyalty of his societies to Church and state. The Church desired to expel
them as Wesley wrote to Bishop Tomline of Lincoln in June 26, 1790:
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'For what reasonable end' would your Lordship drive these people out of the
Church? ..They desire a license to worship God after their own conscience. Your
Lordship refuses it; and then punishes them for not having a license! So your
Lordship leaves them only this alternative, 'Leave the Church or starve'! And is
it a Christian, yea, a Protestant Bishop, that so persecutes; his own flock? I say,
persecutes; for it is persecution to all intents and purposes ...and your Lordship
does this under colour of a vile execrable law,'8 not a whit better than that de
haeretico comburendo. 49 So persecution, which is banished out of France is again
countenanced in England."

William Blackstone had argued that "oppression of weak consciences on the score of
religious profession are highly unjustifiable upon every principle of natural reason, civil
liberty or sound religion." sD However he worried lest "this indulgence" become an
extreme. Wesley was clearly not a man of "weak conscience."
It is conceivable that his actions may have "pushed the envelope" That claim at least is
consistent with Maldwyn Edwards, assessment. When private judgment is raised vis-a-vis
societal or communal mandates a caution may be raised.
HERESY

On the problem of heresy Wesley is somewhat ambiguous. By his "native air" he
had breathed anxiety about Roman Catholic political and religious powers. However,
his definition diverges from the standard view of heresy as heterodox doctrine. In its
early arguments the Christian Church had defined heresy thus. Wesley considered this
to be a human invention.
Heresy is not, in all the Bible, taken for 'an error in fundamentals', or in anything
else; nor schism. ...Therefore, both heresy and schism, in the modem sense of the
words are sins that the Scripture knows nothing of; but were invented merely to
deprive mankind of the benefit of private judgment, and liberty of conscience.51
In essence Wesley treated heresy and schism as virtually synonymous. An heretic is one
whose contention about "foolish questions" leads to division in the church. The so-called
heretics like Montanus or Pelagius were regarded as good men whose crime was their call
to a holy life, reproving those like Augustine who were "full of pride, passion,
bittemess,. ..and as foul mouthed to all who contradicted him as George Fox...."52 (Wesley's
tolerance was obviously qualifiedl.
He went so far as to question the condemnation of Michael Servetus an "anti-trinitarian."
Based on Calvin's own words concerning Servetus, Wesley questioned Servetus' theological
language but not his view that "the Father is God, the Son is God, and the Holy Ghost is
God." Servetus could not use the words "rinity"or "Person" 53
The heretic, that is, one who fostered schism in the church must be subject to church
discipline not execution or some lesser persecution.
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INDIFFERENT THINGS

The issue of indifferent things (adiaphora) was a legacy of the Reformation, particularly
the teachings of Melanchthon. It was set within the stream of Anglican theology by
Thomas Starkey, chaplain to Henry VIII. Melanchthon distinguished between divine,
immutable law and human, mutable law. The former was necessary while the latter was
indifferent. It was written into the preface of the Book of Common Prayer, and discussed by
John Locke, Richard Hooker, and Daniel Neal. Wesley defined the concept as that which
is neither morally good nor eviJ.S4 He employed the doctrine to deny any authority by
church and state to punish over matters of indifference. These things like the wearing of
sacerdotal vestments were not determined by the Word of God as wrong. They were not
necessary to salvation. Matters like clerical garments, canon law, or church liturgies, were
the human expression of adiaphora. Full toleration on these issues was required.
Obedience to church or state officers was required.
The third matter to consider is the toleration to be extended to Roman Catholics.
Wesley believed that the Council of Constance (1215) which had promised safe conduct
to John Hus (but not from Constance) only to execute him, was expressed in the concept
"no faith is to be kept with heretics." In this case the heretic was one with whom the
orthodox disagreed. This was Sebastian CostelliD's c1aim. 55
ON TOLERATION TO CATHOLICS

Wesley debated Roman Catholics at a number of levels, but turned recurrently to the
"no faith" argument he attributed to Constance. Wesley argued: "no government ought to
tolerate men who cannot give any security.. .for their allegiance...."
But this no Romanist can do ... while he holds that "no faith can be kept with
heretics." One who accepted priestly absolution or the spiritual power of the Pope
could not give such allegiance. The Pope could forgive "rebellions, high treason, and all
other sins whatsoever" Wesley believed. 56
In 1778 a Catholic Relief Act allowed Catholic military recruits to take a simple oath
of allegiance to the Crown. Wesley wrote with displeasure asserting that from Constance
onward Catholic "intolerant, persecuting principles" would always lead to political disloyalty.
The Relief Act led Catholics to interpret it as toleration; they began preaching openly,
establishing seminaries and winning converts. Wesley's belief in the "no faith" principle
would prevail, even when he would write an irenic "Letter to a Roman Catholic" which
Cardinal Bea in our century has called "an extraordinary document," an ecumenical
treatise. 57 The essence of this letter shows appeal for brotherly love. "Come my brother,
and let us reason together.. .. Let the points wherein we differ stand aside: here are
enough wherein we agree,. ..the ground of every Christian temper and of every Christian
action, "i.e., love."58 Wesley could find toleration for Catholics and others who might
disagree on certain doctrines but who experienced a "Catholic Spirit" or a holy love for
others, especially the Christian family' Where love exists everything else takes its place.
Without love, every doctrine or practice is insufficient. Original sin, justification by faith,
the new birth, and holiness of life are essential doctrines which are to be experienced.
These are "essential" for Wesley; love crowns everything.
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PRIVATE 'UDGMENT-A CRITIQUE

When private judgment is contained within the boundaries of the Apostolic witness,
in the Christian church's balanced interpretations, and the Pietist concem for holy life,
the concept holds much value. When liberty of conscience is tolerated, not given under
legal constraints which may be modified by subjective or individualistic whims, the idea
is very important. Wesley taught that both church and state are to recognize liberty of
conscience, not by political pressures but as a natural right prevenient grace bestows.
One of its perennial problems is seen in the lasting pattems of doctrinal variation in
Protestantism. Roman Catholics are properly troubled by this diversity. [n America this
diversity is growing in the Roman Catholic Church, doubtless shaped by the subjectivism
of church and society. Catholics in the larger Roman Catholic body find stability in the
Pope's universal authority59 The Catholic concem about private judgment was expressed
by Richard Challoner's words to Wesley. Whether Wesley balanced doctrine and praxis
may be debated. [ believe he did! However, it is possible to lift his view on heart religion
out of its context of Christian faith (fiducia). The consequence, seen in much of his
Methodist family, is to weaken the faith- the Apostolic witness- in favor of a subjectivism
which allows departure from that witness. In its susceptibility to cultural norms, its doctrinal
inclusiveness, the inheritors of Wesley have too often accepted the world's non-judgmental
view of behavior. The principle of Christian discipline so clearly taught by Jesus (Matthew
18) is missing in the church. Seldom do we possess the will to test the prophets or the
behavior of those who violate Christian commands.
Wesley's famous aphorism united "knowledge and vital piety." His sermon "Catholic
Spirit" borrows Jehu's phrase "If your heart is as my heart, give me your hand" ([[ Kings
10: 15). This is an irenic invitation changed into doctrinal indifferentism by too many of
Wesley's inheritors.
Doctrinal inclusivism offers an easy avenue to cultural and religious opinions. "There
are many paths to Heaven," (whatever is meant by "Heaven") it is argued. It eases the
path to ethical subjectivism found in many sectors of society. We will assert the failure of
"community" in such a moral wildemess. The social order is being gradually weakened.
Demoralization is in process because the world is losing its cohesive energies.
When the Court case legalizes abortion; homosexuality as a private exercise; denial of
the Ten Commandments as a standard for public morality,60 and the '''under God' pledge
of Allegiance; and more, individualism has run amuck. One person's private opinions, forced
upon millions who hold to the endless value of: 'no other gods beside me,' describes a
crumbling social order. If the Decalogue is to be removed, are we to assume that dishonor
to parents, faithlessness to a spouse, taking wrongfully another's life, stealing another's
property, longing for another's things or even his/her spouse, or cheating and lying are
norms; are these to be excised from the 'public square'? What is to hinder the
Court/courts from treating any or all of these as norms? Unrestricted abortion, sodomy,
euthanasia, adultery are either legalized or are growing steadily in a disoriented society, a
world tumed upside down. Sodomy is acceptable because the Court says it is. Legislators
in too many instances rush to legislate what the Court says is the law."61
Our great anxiety is that coercion will replace "free expression," that a society suffused
with Judeo-Christian standards will be undermined by the runaway councils which fashion
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governing regulations. Unrestrained arbitrariness leads to a cacophany of voices and either
anarchy or forms of totalitarianism. We are on the way to relative degrees of these patterns
and there is less and less light on our journey.
Skeptical agnosticism or radical atheism seek to remove our Judeo-Christian norms
and even its language (especially its language) in favor of their own religious ideals. Make
no mistake about the "religious" will which shapes agnosticism, atheism, or subjectivism.
Secular idolatries, "centers of Value" (Niebuhrl are pervasive. Only the surprising work of
God in spiritual renewal will tum us from the precipice before us. Like runaway bison in
the Indian frontier who fell helplessly over the cliffs to their deaths, we run! The church
still stands as a guardian but it must revive the radical message of Jesus the Christ. Jesus is
still the hope of the world. He is Lord'
Teaching the faith is not like peeling a banana or "falling off a log." Scripture offers a
plain way, but it also contains some things difficult to understand (2 Peter 3: I 5-16).
Instruction in the faith and guidance into truth are imperative. Knowing the truth cognitively
but not experientially is insufficient. 62 The reverse is equally true. Jesus said: "You will know
the truth and the truth will make you free." How will we know? "If you continue in my
word, you are truly my disciples." (john 8:31) Unless Christian churches- the people, the
pastors, the theologians-hold the Reformation Protestant principles in balance, they (we)
risk the radical subjectivism which floods our society. The authority of Scripture (sola
Scriptural; trusting faith (sola fidej); the inner illumination of the Spirit (testimonium intemum);
careful hermeneutics within the body (the charisms)-I Corinthians 14:29-33), will create
peace rather than disorder (14:33).
This is the enterprise of the Church. By these principles the right of private judgment is
protected against coercion from within the Church or without. Less division may be
realized, fewer church splinters founded in personality cliques (Paul, Peter, Apollos(I Cor. 3 :3-6, 22) will follow. Those who fear that loss of private judgment would have
prevented Luther's protests will find, I believe, that his Reformation guidance guards
against heresy and confusion.
To Timothy Paul exhorts: "Watch your life and doctrine closely. Persevere in them,
because if you do, you will save both yourself and your hearers" .... Do not neglect the gift
[from Greek word charisml that is in you, which was given to you through prophecy with
the laying on of hands by the Council of elders [presbyters]." I Timothy 4: 16, 14 - NRSV
We do not think or speak de nova about anything. While we are responsible before
God for the warrants of conscience, this gift of precedent grace must yield to the claims of
Scripture, rightly divided. This is where Luther came down: "Unless I am informed by
Scripture.... " Like Luther, Wesley was a man of Scripture (homo unius libri) "a man of one
Book." Neither of them would surrender the historic interpretations of theology, language,
or hymnody. We ought not to tout freedom of conscience as unrelated to these as though
conscience works best through emotion or ignorance, whether invincible, i.e., willful, or
vincible. Wesley used the term "invincible" to describe those who would not believe.
Conscience which is God's gift shares in our mortality requiting instruction in the
Scriptures in order to know Christian values. This means that faithful believers-pastors,
teachers, theologians- must lead the way to the truth in Christ Jesus. Finally we are all
obligated to the guidance of conscience.
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Few men have had a more pervasive influence for holiness and revival in
America than Charles Grandison Finney. His anointed ministry, spanning half the
nineteenth century, is said to have brought no less than 500,000 persons into the
Kingdom of God' and introduced multiplied thousands more into what he called an
experience of "perfect love."
He was bom in Warren, Connecticut in I 792, the seventh child of a revolutionary
war soldier. The family moved to the frontier in western New York, where Finney
attended school and later did some teaching. In 1818 he became an apprentice in
the law office of Judge Benjamin Wright in Adams.
Up to this time Finney had never given much attention to religious matters,
but now finding frequent references to the Mosaic institutions in his study of
jurisprudence, he began to read the Bible. He also started attending the
Presbyterian Church. Though not impressed by the hyper Calvinism of the pastor,
his own searching of the Scripture brought conviction to his restless soul.
On Sunday night, October 7, 182 I, Finney made up his mind to "settle the
question,"2 but it was not until Wednesday that he found peace. That morning he
went out into a nearby woods and made a Bethel for himself under some trees that
had fallen against each other. "I will give my heart to God," he resolved, "or I will
never come down from here."3 As he sought the Lord on his knees, finally the
realization came that "faith was a voluntary trust instead of an intellectual state,"4
and without more argumentation, like a little child, he took God and His Word.
The sun was setting when Finney retumed to his office, and there, alone, a sense
of the presence of Christ overwhelmed him. As he described it: "The Holy Spirit
descended upon me in a manner that seemed to go through me, body and soul...
Indeed, it seemed to come in waves of liquid love."s A member of the church later
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happened to come by, and finding the lawyer praising God, asked, "Are you in pain?" To
which he replied, "No, but so happy I cannot live."6
With his new found faith came an irresistible desire to preach. When asked by a client
to take his case to court, he told him, "I have a retainer from the Lord Jesus Christ to
plead His cause, and I cannot plead yours."?
Finney offered himself as a candidate for the Gospel ministry. Not having any formal
seminary training, some Presbyterians urged him to go to Princeton, but he declined,
saying that the graduates he had seen from that school did not meet his "ideal of what a
minister of Christ should be."8 Quite a rebuke to those who pressed him for a reason, but
it shows something of the forthright, independent spirit of this young preacher.
Grudgingly the St. Lawrence Presbytery placed Finney under the care of his pastor for
the study of theology. Their views always conflicted, but the differences did not prevent
them from recognizing his call to preach. When called upon to speak at his ordination
service, the text he chose clearly reflected the focus of his ministry· "Without holiness no
man shall see the Lord."9
Not long after being appointed as a missionary to a rural area in upstate New York, in
October of 1924, Finney married Lydia Andrews, a young lady who had prayed for him
during his law days at Adams. A couple of days after the wedding he set out for Evans
Mills to make arrangements for moving their goods. On the way he was met by a man
who begged him to preach in the community, which Finney agreed to do. So great was
the response to his preaching that he stayed on for another day, then another, and finally
gave up returning that week to get his wife.
Revival spread to neighboring towns, and continued through the winter. Finney wrote
his wife that such were the circumstances he would have to delay his coming for her.
When at last he started to get her in the Spring. his horse lost a shoe and he had to stop
to have it reset. When people learned who he was, they entreated him to preach that
afternoon in the schoolhouse. The Spirit of God fell in such power upon the audience
that he consented to their pleas to spend the night and preach the next day. Again it was
the same story. Constrained not to leave the harvest, he finally sent a man to take his
horse and go to get his wife.
On first reading. six months separation during a honeymoon might suggest an indifference of feeling. even lack of affection. Such was not the case, however. Those who have followed Finney most closely say that "throughout his life he was passionately devoted to his
family" (which eventually included eight children).10 What happened following his marriage
is but another insight into his passion for souls.
Finney's wife shared the burden for revival with her husband, and for several years
accompanied him in his meetings as an intercessor and co-worker. Another companion
was "Father" David Nash, an old Presbyterian minister who went along to pray while the
evangelist preached. Finney, too, spent hours each day on his knees.
Bathed in prayer and the Scripture, Finney preached with power, addressing people
much as he would speak to a jury. With relentless logic and simplicity, it was said, "Such a
view of the holiness of God was presented" that resistance to the Gospel was "swept
away.""
His very appearance seemed to convey a solemnity. On one occasion, while visiting a
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cotton mill during a revival meeting, some girls who had laughed at Finney burst into
tears when he looked at them, and soon the feeling moved through the whole factory.
"Stop the mill," cried the owner, "and let the people attend to religion."12 It was not long
before nearly everyone was crying out to God for mercy.
Revival spread from rural towns to urban centers like Philadelphia, Boston, and New
York City. During six months of protracted meetings in Rochester, from September 1830
to March 183 I, the city was shaken to its foundations, and most of the leading lawyers,
doctors, and businessmen of the city were converted. One hundred thousand people, it is
reported by Lyman Beecher, connected themselves with churches as a result of the
revival,13 an effect in so short a time probably unparalleled in American church history.
Finney's itinerant ministry of evangelism continued throughout his life, even occasioning
two trips to England. But a recurrent respiratory illness forced him to curtail his travels in
1832. He accepted the Presbyterian pastorate of the Chatham Street Chapel, a renovated
theater in New York City Two years later he went to the newly built Broadway
Tabemacle and became a Congregationalist.
While pastoring the church, he was asked by the editor of The New York Evangelist to
give some lectures on revival. The publication of these Friday evening discourses in 1835
probably has impacted serious believers more than any other book ever written on this
subject.
Revival is seen as "the return of the church from her backslidings," resulting in "a new
beginning of obedience to God."14 This renewed faith fmds expression in "a longing desire
for the salvation of the whole world," even as it "breaks the power of sin over
Christians."ls Such a state, he believed, was "not a miracle, nor dependent on a miracle,"
but purely "the result of the right use of the appropriate means."16 Finney was not
minimizing divine sovereignty in sending revival, but simply asserting our human
responsibility to respond fully to God's Word. He believed in the depravity of mankind,
and a consequent natural inclination to sin, but insisted that God's grace enabled every
person through the Holy Spirit to lay hold upon the provisions of salvation.
In the same year his Lectures on Revival were released, Finney accepted a professorship
at Oberlin College, a small abolitionist school in Ohio. There he taught theology for the
next 40 years, while still going out from time to time in revival meetings. He served as
pastor of the Congregational Church in town from 1836 to 1872, and during part of this
period, President of the College.
Under his leadership and that of a colleague, Asa Mahan, Oberlin became the
nation's center of evangelical revival theology, emphasizing especially the perfectibility of
the Christian life. This concern for sanctification, always present in his holiness ethic,
increasingly captivated Finney's attention . An obsession for godliness dominates his
Lectures on Systematic Theology, published in 1846, as well as many other printed lectures
and sermons. Probably the most widely read are his Lectures to Professing Christians, a series
of sermons preached in New York during 1836 and 1837 17
These messages come after observing that many believers "were making very little
progress in grace" and "would fall back from a revival state."18 He was led to inquire from
the Scripture whether there was something better, and came to the conclusion that "an
altogether higher and more stable form of Christian life was attainable, and was the
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privilege of all Christians."' 9 Though phrased more in terms of obedience to the law of
God's love, his view corresponded essentially to that of the Wesleyan experience of
perfect love. 20
Early on Monday morning, August 16, 1875, Finney died at his home in Oberlin. The
evening before, hearing the church choir lifting their voices in the distance, he and his
wife quietly joined in the singing, "Jesus, lover of my soul, let me to Thy bosom fly." A
few hours later he fell asleep, and when he awoke it was in the arms of Jesus. 21
Today in the church where he preached one can read this inscription: "From this
pulpit for many years Charles G. Finney presented to this community and to the world
the unsearchable riches of Christ."
Though what he taught is no longer heard on that campus, persons who yearn for
revival in our time wish that we could hear his preaching again and learn more of those
"unsearchable riches."
NOTES

I.

This estimate is commonly mentioned by reputable historians, e.g. Earle E. Cairns, An

Endless Line of Splendor <Wheaton: Tyndale House, 1986), p. 135; John Mark Terry, Evangelism: A
Concise History (Nashville: Broadman and Holman, 1994), p. 146.
2.
Charles C. Finney, The Memoirs of Charles G. Finney, The Complete Restored Text, edited by
Garth M. Rosell and Richard A. C. Dupuis (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House, 1989), p.
16. This edition with its extensive footnotes and supplementary information is by far the best printed resource on the life and work of Finney. The first edition of the Memoirs, edited by James Harris
Fairchild, was published in 1876 under the title, Memoirs of Rev. Charles G. Finney, written by himself
(New York: AS. Barnes & Co'>, but considerable portions of the original manuscript were edited
out of the published text. All references to the Memoirs in this paper are from the Rosell and
Dupuis edition.
3.
Ibid., p. 19.
4.
Ibid., p. 20.
5.
Ibid., p. 23.
6.
Ibid., p. 24.
Ibid., p. 27
7
8.
Ibid., p. 47 This comment interested me since I am a graduate of Princeton Theological
Seminary.
9.
Hebrews 12: 14, Ibid., p. 83.
10.
Prof. C. Fredrick Wright, quoted by Basil Miller, Charles C. Finney (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 1912), p. 46. Similarly, Garth Rosell, eminent Finney authority, calls him a "devoted
father and husband," Great Leaders of the Christian Church, John Woodbridge, Gen. Ed. (Chicago:
Moody Press, 1988), p. 319.
II. Memoirs, op.cit., p. 67
12. Ibid., pp. 182-183.
13. Ibid., pp. 325-326. This figure may have been too high, unless allowance is made for the
revival outreach in other areas. However, some estimates of the converted at Rochester reach
200,000. A discussion of this number is in footnote lIS. Ibid. p. 326.
14. Charles C. Finney, Revivals of Religion (Westwood, N. J., Reming H. Revell,n.d'>, p. 7
15. Ibid., p. 8.
16. Ibid., p. 5.
17
Charles C. Finney, Lectures to Professing Christians (New York: John S. Taylor, 1837). They
were also published in London by E. Wightman and Thomas Tegg in 1839. A number of other edi-

Charles G. Finney
tions appeared, including one in 1878 prepared by E.

I. Goodrich, which was

109

reprinted by Heming

H. Revell (New York).
18. Memoirs, op. cit. p. 390
19. Ibid., p. 392. See notes in Ibid., pp. 390-393.
20.
Among the various comparisons of Finney's and Wesley's view of holiness, the best that I
have read is by Paul A. Rader, his B.D. thesis at Asbury Theological Seminary in 1959, "A Study of
the Doctrine of Sanctification in the Life and Thought of Charles G. Finney." Other than disagreement on interpreting the cleansing of human depravity, Rader concludes that "in regard to the
attainability of the experience of entire sanctification, the prerequisites of attainment, the condition
of attainment, and the results of entering into this experience, both the Wesleyans and Finney are in
substantial, if not absolute agreement," p. 103.
21. For a beautiful account of Finney's last hours, see Lewis A. Drummond, Charles Grandison
Finney and the Birth ofModem Evangelism (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1983), pp. 258-261 .

RELEVANT AND EFFECTIVE
THEOLOGICAL EDUCATION IN THE
TWENTY FIRST CENTURY INDIA

...
JOSHVA RAJA

INTRODUCTION

Theological education becomes relevant when theologians start interacting with,
and challenging the ongoing ministiy in the world. In order to identify its effectiveness
in twenty first century India, a broader discussion on its purpose, content and praxis
should be initiated. In India there are more than 60 regional and national seminaries
that are affiliated with the Senate of Serampore College. Recently we have held
many discussions at the regional and national level on the content, form, method
and praxis of theological education in India (2001-2002), As part of this ongoing
discussion by the Asian theologians, I was asked to present a paper on this topic in
the General Council of the United Theological College, Bangalore on 25 th August
200 I. In this paper I made an attempt to highlight a number of issues in the present praxis of theological education in India and proposed a new system of interactive learning that might address some of the associated problems.
The United Theological College offers integrated theological training with a high
academic standard and at the same time provides programmes of study, devotional
life and practical experience for men and women to prepare themselves for the
different ministries to which they are called. The mission statement of the United
Theological College affirms that the College "seeks to provide students with
conceptual tools, spiritual discipline and practical skills which will equip them for a
relevant ministry in the church and in society, responding critically to the religiocultural heritage and socio-political-economic reality of India" 1 The purpose of
'theological education' is to equip men and women for the diverse ministries to
which they are called. In a similar manner Ross Kinsler notes that the purpose of
theological education is to motivate, equip and enable the people of God to
develop their gifts and give their lives in meaningful service.' While appreciating the
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dynamic characteristics of such leaming, this paper raises a few questions regarding its
relevance to the context of the church and people in twenty first century India.
The definitions of 'theological education' use the word "equipping" in relation to
training men and women to the diverse ministries. The use of this word may be
interpreted as if the ministerial candidates who join the Theological College are seen as
empty bottles, being filled during their theological training and going back to the churches
as resourceful and equipped ministers. To some extent such an understanding has dominated the pedagogical praxis of theological education.] Despite the achievements, theological teachers and theologians have accepted that there were problems and stated in the
Oslo Consultation: "We acknowledge that some pattems of theological education have
not assisted the churches to move forward, to respond to hurting people, to relate holistically to the earth, or to be people-focused and Christ-centred. We confess and grieve that
we have sometimes ignored crucial insights about life and God in our work as theological
teachers" 4 This necessitates a new definition of theological education as a process.
CONTEXT OF THE THEOLOGICAL COMMUNITY:

There is a need to recognise the role of the church and the socio-cultural context in
which the theological student was brought up. The tradition, faith and worldview with
which he or she joins a theological college needs to be starting point of leaming in the
ministerial formation. Theological education needs to be seen as a process that begins
even before a student begins his career in a seminary. An Asian theologian, C.S. Song
defines theological education "as a process through which a person leams to be human
through what God has been and done in Christ" 5 If it is a leaming process to be a human
by fulfilling God's will through his or her ministry, then the process began even before he
or she joins theological education. His or her faith and worldview are shaped by the
context of his or her church and society. The present practice of theological education
does not provide enough space for the students to express the religious and social
meanings with which they join the college. The theological courses are offered with a
standardised and fixed curriculum. The process of learning depends much on the
top-down modeL 6 It is campus and class-room based. This demands a new definition of
theological education in order to address some of these problems.
In this paper theological education is defined as an ongoing process in which
participants (theological teachers and students) are engaged in creating. sharing, interpreting,
mediating and analysing one's own faith experiences and religious meanings in relation to
their contexts, traditions and communities. As participants, each one is enriched through
dialogical and interactive education. In this sense theological community has to recognise
the experiences and meanings with which students enter into the ongoing discourses of
theological education. In the interactive method of learning, the participants share and
reflect upon each other's faith and socio-cultural experiences.
The meanings do not simply flow from the teacher to the students but are shared
between them. Students possess certain cultural, political and religious meanings which
are shaped and influenced by their contexts. By enabling the students to critically reflect
upon their own experiences, the theological teachers learn together with them? This does
not undervalue the academic and scholarly exercise in a theological institution. A wide
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range of meanings is presented to the students during their ministerial formation. During
this time the teacher needs to interact with those meanings of the student while helping
him or her to be aware of the other available meanings. If the student's meanings are
found relevant and meaningful, he or she should be encouraged to share them with others.
This concept is similar to Paulo Freire's "problem posing" and "dialogical" education.8 The
theological resources are themselves the result of reflection on practice, and are to be
used to contribute to contemporary reflection in order to enlighten present practice and
obedience.9 During the interaction a wide range of meanings of faith and life evolve.
A variety of meanings is made available to all the students in order to reject, test,
negotiate or choose those which are appealing and relevant to them. The students and
teachers select those meanings that are relevant and acceptable to their context. There is a
need for theological education to develop an interactive type of education through
which the students can critically rethink their past experience and reflect upon it along
with other members of the community. This is where our quest for a new theological
paradigm begins.
In the interactive model of learning, the students are encouraged to communicate and
articulate their different intelligence through various cultural forms and methods. 1O For
instance those students with a particular talent performed a sermon through a skit instead
of a preaching it. In this model the teacher is not only a learner along with the student but
also a facilitator and so the gap between the two is reduced. Similar ideas appear in the
wee study process on Holistic Education (1999-200 I). Under the topic 'Holistic
Education in Ecumenical Perspective', the members of wee study process state,
Guided by a 'mechanistic world view' education often instrumentalizes and
dichotomizes people and their relationships with each other and the divine. Far
from acknowledging the learner as being subject of her/ his destiny, much of the
present model of education reflects a divorce from realities and history."
They also affirm individuals as persons in the context of community. Through holistic
education one can build communities in which people learn together from their
differences and also learn to value their own personal strengths, and are thus empowered
to help one another.
There are a number of metaphors in India to picture this interactive relationship
between a theological teacher and a student. One of the well known metaphors is the
Gurukulum (learning centres) model in which though the authoritarian type of 'Guru'
(teacher) is often pictured the relationship is one of learning together. This is explicitly
stated in the Upanisadic prayer which is referred to in all Upanisadic texts (interpretations
of Vedas) . This prayer is chanted by both Guru and disciples when they begin to study
the Vedas."
Saha Naavavathu Sahanav Bhunahthu
May he protect us both together; may he nourish us
Saha Veeryam Karavaavahai
both together, may we work conjointly with great energy;
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Dhejasvi Navadhidhamasthu
may our study be vigorous and effective; may we not hate any;
Ma Vidvishavahai Shanti ' 3
Let there be peace in me, in my environment and everywhere.
This prayer and other similar prayers that are offered by the Gurus along with their disciples
clearly show that they both have to learn together and work together towards an
understanding of God and other beings.
Though Gurukulam was criticised for its pro-Brahmin stance and for neglecting women
in their educational programmes, the model of learning in such Parambara (traditions) was
interactive as one can see from the Upanisadic prayer quoted above. Samuel Amirtham,'4
one of the Indian theological scholars argues that Gurukulam models for learning and living should be adopted by theological seminaries. For him Gurukulam "is a community
which worships together, that stays together, grows together, serves together and can theologise together."' 5 He states that some of Gurukulam characteristics- such as community
meetings, fellowship groups and frequent common meals- were already adopted by
Tamilnadu Theological Seminary, Arasaradi. The main emphasis of this paper is on the
relationship between the theological teachers and the students where both should see
each other as a learner, listener, and facilitator.
On the other hand Dravidian's Sangam (Place of learned and poet) type of learning is
more open to women and all communities (regardless of castes) than the Gurukulam. 'u
Sangam was a place of discussions and learning of a group of learned and amateur
scholars. Thus the Dravidian model of learning was linked with Sangam where the
Arignar (Intellectuals) gather together to discuss not only the religious teachings but also
philosophies of life besides learning the skills of administration, hunting and marshal arts.
These Sangams existed during the first century BC' l This tradition exists even today in
the form of 'Patrimantram (debating place)' where general matters regarding life and religion are discussed by intellectuals. In this way learning together, an open discussion on a
wide range of meanings and nourishing each other with wisdom were part of the
Guru-Shishya Parambara (teacher-student relationship) in India while learning about God
and the world. Such an interactive model of theological learning is not new as such in
India. The present form of theological education caters to one type of intelligence whereas in reality different kinds of intelligence exist. The challenge for theological education is
to find a way of accepting and utilising these different gifts for diverse ministries of the
church.
The students need not be seen as those who come here to 'equip' themselves in
order to join the ministry but as those who continue their religious journey along with
the faculty members of the seminary in order to recognise those meanings that are relevant to their faith, their context and their people. In this model interactions are not
merely classroom based nor merely field exposure-oriented but involve an openness
towards other meanings-those meanings that are not often heard and those meanings
that are often neglected. There need not be any exclusive claim for a particular set of
meanings nor rejection of other meanings. There is a need to hear as many meanings as
possible while also allowing the learner to express his or her own meanings. In this
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process a student may recognise a particular meaning that he or she may think relevant to
his or her faith which the teacher may not agree to. In this process both have to interact
in order to critically study and recognise those meanings together and then choose
accordingly. This is where the interactive model certainly might contribute to a new level
of learning though this model is not new as such but simply utilises the characteristics of
the old Indian Gurukulam model of education.
CONTEXT OF THE CHURCH

Theological education as a process does not occur in a vacuum rather it occurs in the
context of the church and of society. Theological education is part of the churches' ministry.
Though a seminary operates mainly within the church, it is not limited to her four walls.
Because theological education leads to ministerial formation, there is a need for a closer
interaction between the theological institutions and the churches. Listening to each other's
views, critical negotiation between their faith experience and meanings, respecting each
other's traditions and striving towards an understanding of a holistic ministry- these are a
few characteristics of an interactive relationship.
The interactive relationship between the church and theological college needs to be
developed on the basis of mutual responsibility, respect and accountability. J.G. Muthuraj
(Professor at UTO in his response to 'Priorities in Theological Education in India' identifies
churches and theological colleges as friends, partners and criticS. '8 Such a relationship
requires mutual recognition of identities and autonomy. How far apart are theological
institutions and the Church? How close are they or should they be? These are the
questions that represent the core of this section.
The concerns among Indian churches are different from the concerns of the seminaries in India. One of the major concerns is to evangelise the masses. Through all the
churches' institutions the gospel is proclaimed and taught through direct and indirect
means and methods. Churches from south India send many missionaries to northern
India through different organisations such as the Indian Missionary Society, the National
Missionary Society and so on whereas theological colleges are concerned with dialogue
between different religions. Many churches are concerned with the expansion of their
buildings and institutions whereas theological colleges are raising voices for the poor and
the oppressed.
Indian churches are also concerned with their minority rights which are often taken
away from them by the govemment. Thus their educational and social institutions are
indirectly or directly affected and are often closed down. Churches in the northern part of
India are under direct attack from the Hindu fanatical groups and fundamentalists. By raising the question of conversion many of the missionaries, churches, converts and their
institutions are destroyed by the communal forces in India. Churches look at theological
seminaries and colleges for intellectual responses to these issues and problems.
Theological schools need to recognise and help the churches to face these issues by
reflecting upon them.
Theological institutions at times have addressed some of these issues. Because of their
liberal attitude some of their teachings and principles could not be applied to the context
of the churches. There is a gap between the churches' practice and theological education.'9
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For example in theological institutions the students are exposed to a wide range of
meanings such as Dalit, feminist and liberal meanings alongside regular traditional
theological, textual and ministerial teachings. In my ministerial experience in the churches
I discovered that such meanings are irrelevant and cannot be preached through my
sermons in the church. I am not arguing that these meanings are irrelevant in themselves,
but in the churches, pastors including myself find it difficult to preach, or to use these
principles, because the main concerns and interest of the church members are to some
extent different from these praxis-related theologies.
Samartha20 used a metaphor in order to explain the tension between two Christologies
by using the imagery of "Helicopter versus Bullock-Cart" For Samartha Helicopter
Christology makes a lot of missiological noise (in a pluralistic context of Asia) and kicks
up so much of theological dust that people around are prevented from hearing the voice
and seeing the vision of the descending divinity. A Bullock-cart Christology has its wheels
always touching the unpaved roads, for without the continual friction with the ground,
the cart cannot move forward at al[.21Through interaction with the churches, theological
community may recognise the churches' theologies which are often concerned with
people's faith and traditions (theology from above) whereas the churches may realise the
importance of challenging some of the traditional way of understanding faith and life to
relate it to their context (theology from below>. Taking this argument further Gunnar
Stiilsett argues that

a theology from above, from Cod, is reflected and manifested in a theology from below.
A Theology from below joins revelation and praxis. It is in this dialogue of the divine
with the humane that theology takes shape, and Christ becomes incarnate, to every new
generation. This is the starting point of contextuality.22
To some extent the relationship between the churches and theological education could
be developed by finding a third way between these two theological understandings
(theology from above and theology from below).
The theology must be grounded while people's faith experience of God cannot simply
be ignored. It is the task of the theological institutions and churches to develop a new
theological framework that would enable an easy transition between them. This could be
identified as "Theology of Creative and Fruitful Tension" which holds together the two
perspectives in a creative tension. It is essential that theological education takes spirituality
of the people seriously while churches need to consider listening to serious theological issues
of everyday life. Theological educators cannot impose their theologies on the churches. Both
sides should be reminded of the need for a retrospective look at themselves. The church
needs to provide a space for theological colleges to present some of their meanings to her
intellectuals and thereby get the feedback from the people. Such activities can take place
in rural areas as well in urban churches where theological teachers can go and speak with
a selected group of youths or elders and have their reactions to their new theological
ideas while also recording peoples' experiences as part of their learning process.
A theological teacher and a minister play different roles in the ministry' servant,
prophet, evangelist, shepherd, priest and ecumenist. These roles are helpful in order to
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understand the relationship between the church and the theological institution. The
theological institution should take up the role of a servant, prophet, shepherd, priest and
ecumenist while interacting with the church. In the same way the Church should serve
the college as a servant, lead as a shepherd, guide as a priest and challenge as a prophet.
Interactive theological education has to take the needs of the church seriously and try to
meet their expectations during training while, at the same time, maintaining academic
autonomy. Indian churches are struggling with the credibility of some of their educational
and social institutions. In any case theological institutions need to constructively criticise
the churches and help them to correct their institutional practices. The churches should
try to clarify certain issues and practices with the seminaries if such issues or practices
affect their ministry.
Churches need to recognise the theological institutions' ecumenical commitment and
academic autonomy as part of the churches' wider ministry. In India church members
and the dioceses are ready to pay for missionaries or for the church extensions. But the
theological institutions find it difficult to raise funds from many churches in India. The
attitude of church members is that theological institutions should get their funds from
abroad. As theological training is part of the extended ministry, the church needs to support
theological colleges financially. By supporting the mission and ministry of a theological
college, the churches share the vision of theological education along with the college.
From time to time theological education should be taken to the place where the
churches are. The interaction between theological institutions and churches should not be
limited at institutional level but could include interaction with local congregations and lay
members of the churches. For example new theological concepts should be preached to a
few selected congregations and be tested upon the members' acceptance and experience.
Their feedback could help the theological teachers and students to understand and reflect
upon their own theological precepts.
Lay ministry is an integral part of the holistic ministry of the church which could be
strengthened with the help of theological institutions. A few courses could be offered by
the theological college in order to strengthen their faith and their theological understanding.
By opening interaction with a few trained people, the theological teachers may themselves
leam to review their own socia-cultural and religious meanings. There needs to be a closer
co-operation between those theological institutions that provide theological training to
ministerial candidates such as UTC or TIS and those that provide theological education
to lay people such as TAFTEE. The United Theological College is one of the colleges well
known for enabling students and teachers to commit themselves to the mission and
ministry of the church as the disciple of Christ. It aims to deepen and sustain the students' commitment so that whenever they face difficult situations in their ministry, they
will not give in.
CONTEXT OF THE PEOPLE:

Training for different ministries involves enabling the people of God to understand,
interpret and communicate their experience and understanding of God in relation to their
context and also to critically reflect upon their context in the light of their experience. The
theological institutions' task is to make theological education relevant and effective in the
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present Indian context. Theological education takes the context of the people as a framework for interpreting the biblical text, their churches' tradition and their faith experience.
Theological education requires an interaction between the reflective analysis on the global
and ecumenical perspective and of local issues and problems together with the active
existential discemment of the presence of God." It also involved an active involvement in
the local situation. In a globalized, media saturated, multi-faith context, people are
engaged in a search for meanings of life and religion. Their faith and world view are
shaped by the process of globalization, by mediated messages of the media and by different religious claims. One of the major reasons for us to redefine theological education in
terms of interaction and dialogue is due to the emerging issues in the fast changing contexts in India.
I wish to select three major issues that arise from three different contexts in order to
highlight the process of 'doing' theology within a particular context. Doing theology
involves students and teachers not only learning together but also finding a way of translating it into praxis that would make an impact in the context. First the process of globalization is making an impact on every society in India which has brought in the multinational companies and promoted the values of individualism and achievement. It has contributed to the existing exploitative tendencies of the globalized elite and mighty24 One of
our faculty members, ]. Mohan Razu has written extensively on this subject and helped
many of us to reflect critically upon the issue of globalization 25 In such a context of globalization people are engaged in search for meanings of faith and life.
Secondly our age is being identified as the ICE age which is expanded as Information,
Communication and Entertainment age. The Hindu, one of the national newspapers, says
on Sunday, December 3 I, 2000,

We are in serious danger of becoming a nation where cable and optics fibre will reach
most urban homes long before portable water and drainage, and where children in
remote areas will have easier access to movies than to schooling.
The Indian society can also be called a media saturated society where more than 60 cable
channels are available 26 People have structured their social and cultural practices and
relationship and their communication through one or some of these media and their
programs. In the media saturated society there is a shift in the process of meaning
making.27 Religious, socio-cultural and political meanings are bought and sold in a market
of audiences. Regardless of creed, caste and race people are influenced by the flood of
information and entertainment programmes. The churches try to use the media as an
extension of the pulpit in order to proclaim the gospel. There is also a negative attitude
among churches towards their own folk forms of communication. These folk media are
the only alternatives to enable people to participate and to become aware of Christian
and community values. Using modem technology we are trying to improve the quality of
theological education in our college. Our students are taught to publish their own
development related magazines using computers. They are offered journalism and
audio-visual production courses.
The churches need to engage in the public debate by using the means and forms of
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the people to challenge certain values of globalisation and of communal forces. Otherwise
the church will remain as an isolated institution in an ICE age. Theological Institutions
need to provide skills as well as theoretical training to understand the issues in the media
saturated society to the ministers as well as to the students. The United Theological
College is one of the best centres in South Asia for providing subjects related to theology
and the ethics of communication. The department of communication runs postgraduate
and research courses for theological teachers from South Asian countries.
Thirdly religious fundamentalism has become a threat to the multi-cultural society
where people from different religions lived together. Non-Christians, particularly Hindus,
are becoming increasingly aware of their identity and so create a new spirit of
nationalism. 28 Because of the increasing role of fundamentalists, the confrontation
between different religious communities has become a reality in many parts of India. 29
Despite this, the majority of people in India believe in the peaceful coexistence of different
religions together. Most are searching for social and religious meanings within their own
respective faith and tradition that would enable them to live together 30 Dialogue between
different religious communities might solve many of the problems and could help people
to eliminate riots. The recent murders and riots in Gujarat (one of the states in India)
challenges Christians to reflect and think again about their mission. One aspect of
Christian mission should be reconciliation- reconciliation between warring communities.
Along with its partners LITC held a one day seminar for the Bangalore journalists on
"Perceptions of Islam in the Media" in order to make them aware of the negative
perceptions that are often presented to the public about Islam and Muslims. After this
programme a national level dialogue between RSS-a Hindu fundamentalist group and
Christian leaders was held at LITC to try to reduce the attacks on the churches by these
fundamentalists. Many of the faculty members including the principal participated in this
programme. Following the attack on minorities in Gujarat, a major discussion was
arranged at LITC involving Muslim, Christian and Hindu leaders in order to promote better understanding between them. In this way LITC is already on the path of establishing
reconciliation among different communities. In order to encourage the churches to follow
similar ways it is essential for theologians to analyse and theologise such dialogues.
The old questions as to whether one should be theo-centric or Christo-centric in holding dialogue with others; whether salvation exists outside Christianity or not; whether it is
possible with Christ need not be asked in this context. The main concem is to what
extent there can be a process of reconciliation between Muslims and Hindus and to what
extent can Christians playa role in this process. Already people from different religions
are engaged in a search for meanings of reconciliation within their religious traditions.
Theologians, along with the churches need to engage in different religious communities'
search for meanings that would enable them to live peacefully with other religious people.
Theological institutions need to take such dialogical and interactive processes to the
churches so that their leaders and their lay members also participate and thus enhance
the grass-root level dialogue among different religious people.
THEOLOGICAL INSTITUTIONS AND CHURCH TOGETHER IN SOCIETY:

Due to these changes in their contexts people are already engaged in a search for
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meanings that would enable them to face the realities around them. It is essential that the
theological community along with the church attempt to engage in the people's search for
religious and cultural meanings. [n order to engage, we need to accept people as they are
and go to the place where they are rather than asking them to come to where we are.
Unless students and teachers recognise the meanings that arise from different contexts, it
is difficult to highlight the relevant meanings from the text and from the traditions. The
theological teacher participates in the students' search for socio-cultural and religious
meanings that would relate the biblical text and their traditions to their contexts. Thus
both engage in the people's search for social and religious meanings and enable them to
identify, critically reflect upon and interpret those meanings that are available to them.
Theological institutions along with the churches become 'learners together' in order to
understand, interpret the social, cultural and political issues in the light of the theological
concepts. This interaction may result in sharing, interpreting and challenging the Christian
faith and the churches' traditions in order to relate them to their respective contexts. We
begin by interpreting biblical text and traditions to the context in various ways and reflect
upon the issues in our context from different theological perspectives. Here a student
attempts to participate in the ongoing process of theological education by merging his
or her horizon with that of the text and its author 3 1 By fusing the horizons the theological community participates in the event of tradition, a process of transmission in which
past and present are constantly mediated n Steven Bevans33 suggests different models
such as: Translation, Anthropological, Praxis, Synthetic and Transcendental in order to
bring together the biblical and church traditions and cultural and social concepts. 34 These
models may provide a platform for theological students and teachers to reflect upon his
context from his understanding of the text and tradition. Theological education as a
process needs to recognize wide range of models with which the students reflect upon
their own context.
JESUS AND AN INTERACTIVE MODEL OF LEARNING:

An interactive and dialogic model of learning is not a new paradigm. It can be found
in the interaction between Jesus and his 'friends' 35 The present system of theological
education needs to consider this way of learning in order to make theological education
relevant and effective to twenty-first-century India. Through the dialogic and interactive
method of learning, the participants in the process of theological education are open to
any philosophical and scientific discourse, Christian faith, traditions and experiences and
to people of other faiths. [t is not an isolated process in the sense that it learns from and
contributes to other interactions (i.e., between the theological community and the church,
theological community and people of other faiths and the church and the people of other
faiths). Theological education has to reflect and address the issues in the context of the
Church and also in the context of the people from different theological perspectives.
UNITED THEOLOGICAL COLLEGE AND INTERACTIVE LEARNING:

Being part of the United Theological College, [ am proud to say many of these concerns
are already being taken into our system of theological education. The faculty is considering
a revision of curriculum in order to improve our present system with the purpose of
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reducing the load for the students while also including courses from the new emerging
fields such as Womens' Studies, Communication and Mission and Ecumenism. The
curriculum will have to provide many options that would enable the student to
choose the subjects according to his or her interest and contextual needs. Our theme for
the current academic year is "Growing together in faith, hope and love" The College
faculty has decided to send our lecturers to the churches to interact with the pastors and
the leaders. Through our publications such as (Bangalore Theological Forum and Mashihi
Sevek) we have extensively discussed and reflected upon some of the contemporary
issues from different theological perspectives.
The College has assured the churches through different forums that they will co-operate
with the churches, with other theological institutions and other centres of education in
order to share resources of research and personnel. The College administration along with
the faculty attempts to develop a sustainable process of theological education which is
financially supported by the Indian churches and by other institutions in India. While
retaining the academic standard, the College is also committed to the spiritual formation
of our students. The task before theological institution such as UTC is to get involved in
shaping intellectual thinking of the nation and to provide a credible critique of political
and economic development. By recognising new ways of learning, reflecting, teaching and
evaluating the faculty seeks to understand together the Christian faith in the context of
other faiths and its relevance to the diverse socio-cultural contexts working alongside with
the churches, and together with the people in India.
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Piotr Bienkowski and Alan Millard, ed., Dictionary of the Ancient Near East.
Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2000.
There is no end to the production of books - including reference works, though
the latter are hardly what the sage originally had in mind (Eccl 12: 12b). But of all
books, certainly reference works are the ones ideally designed to alleviate the
"weariness of the flesh" that much study brings - and that goal is one that the sage
would undoubtedly have endorsed. Unfortunately, the recent proliferation of scholarly reference works in Biblical and cognate studies has not always met that goal.
On the one hand, such a judgment makes Qoheleth's point all the more poignant,
but, happily, such an assessment does not hold true for the work under review.
Here, in a very manageable 342 pages, is a one volume, affordable (under fifty dollars) reference work that admirably covers what takes most other reference works
multiple volumes to do.
Consider, for a moment, some of the competition that has appeared in the last
ten years. There is the six-volume, six-million word Anchor Bible Dictionary (ed. D.
N. Freedman; New York: Doubleday, 1992). Impressive, to be sure, but so large as
to be unwieldy and even, at times, unhelpful. Obviously, its main concern is with
Biblical coverage though a good many of its six million words extend beyond the
canon proper. Then there is the four-volume New Encyclopedia of Archaeological
Excavations in the Holy Land (ed. E. Stem; New York: Simon & Schuster, 1992).
Extremely helpful with regard to specific sites in Israel/Palestine but, given the focus,
minimal on non-archaeological aspects of religion, culture, and literature, not to
mention locales outside the Holy Land proper. Enter Civilizations of the Ancient Near
East (4 vols., ed. j. M. Sasson; New York: Scribners', 1995). At almost 3,000 pages
it is a treasure-trove of information, but is organized according to essays on thematic
themes so as to preclude quick-and-speedy access on anyone particular subject.
The Oxford Encyclopedia of Archaeology in the Near East (5 vols., ed. E. M. Meyers;
New York: Oxford University Press, 1997) is much better on that score, and most
of the articles are of manageable length with appropriate bibliography, but it, too,
focuses primarily on archaeological sites (and, notably, methods) so that other
aspects, while receiving coverage, do not quite get their due. And what of Egypt?
The Oxford Encyclopedia of Ancient Egypt (3 vols., ed. D. B. Redford; New York:
Oxford University Press, 200 I) fills that gap but with both the strengths and weaknesses of its five-volume sister work. A more manageable dictionary than these THE ASBURY THEOLOGICAL JOURNAL
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and one more tightly focused on the Bible - that also appeared in this time frame is the
Dictionary of Demons and Deities in the Bible (ed. K. van der Toom et aI., Leiden: Brill, 1995;
rev. ed. 1999). While quite helpful insofar as it goes, the title is illustrative: the entries
take their origin from, or find rootage in, for the most part, their appearance (whether real
or emended!) in the canon of Scripture.
Coming at the end of this ten-year period, flying quite low under the radar (perhaps
the publisher didn't publicize welD is the Dictionary of the Ancient Near East. In size, and
consequently depth, it cannot hope to compete with its many-volumed companions, but
in quality it is worthy to be included in their august company. The Dictionary is well laid
out, organized as is expected of a dictionary, facilitating quick and easy access of the subject under review. It is also thorough: the geographical demarcation of "ancient Near
East" includes Mesopotamia, Iran, Anatolia, the Caucasus, the Levant, and Arabia; the
chronological range extends from the earliest periods (Lower Palaeolithic; ca. 1.5 million
years) to 539 BC (see p. ixl. Archaeological sites are covered, but also major deities, historical figures, and pieces of literature. Unexpected in a dictionary of this size are the
many biographical entries (e.g., on Albright or Rawlinson or Petrie) and those on broader
thematic entries (tools and weapons, transport and travel, etc.); these are the kinds of
entries previously found only in extensive works such as The Oxford Encyclopedia of
Archaeology in the Near East or Civilizations of the Near East. There are also a vast number
of well-chosen photographs throughout the work; rare indeed is the set of facing pages
that lacks at least one. Additionally, there are several helpful maps; a nice chronological
chart; and king lists for Babylonia, Assyria, Elam, Hatti, Mitanni, Ugarit, Urartu, Damascus,
Israel, and Judah.
As if this were not impressive enough, two additional aspects make this volume even
more surprising - and useful. Each - nb: each! - entry is accompanied by a bibliography.
These range from one to seven or eight (with three to four a probable average) bibliographical items per entry. Furthermore, as is to be expected and desired, these entries are
not exclusively to English works but rather include the main contributions regardless of
the original language of publication. This aspect is certainly a rarity and a plus in a work
of this size. The other aspect that is to be celebrated is the inclusion of a rather thorough
index to the whole work. Finally'
There are, of course, deficiencies in this, as any, such book. It would have made good
sense to take the dictionary down to 332 Be, rather than end at 539; what with the
plethora of good Persian Period scholarship (and scholars) available, such a decision
would not have been too onerous. It is also striking how few contributors contributed to
this dictionary. Most of the entries were authored by one of the editors, Bienkowski or
Millard. Outside of these two leaders in the field, only eleven other scholars (all of whom
are recognized authorities) are listed as contributors. I am somewhat ambivalent about
this situation. It is clear that the small contributor pool coupled with the large number of
editor-authored articles has led to a remarkable tightness and uniformity to the work. On
the other hand, there can be no doubt that there are experts on various topics that might
have been heard here but are not. The editors were forced to make a decision in this
regard and, if they chose poorly, it is nevertheless certain that the final product does not
suffer overmuch despite it.
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Another deficiency is the lack of Egypt in this dictionary. This is to be expected given
the title and, admittedly, Egypt does make its presence felt (how can it noel at various
points and entries throughout the dictionary. So, this lack is not so much the book's, with
its focus on the "Ancient Near East" proper (and so defined), nor is it the editors', who
worked within that definition. Perhaps it ought to be laid elsewhere. It is my own hope
that the publisher will see fit to produce a comparable Dictionary of Ancient Egypt, not
only to compliment and balance the present volume, but also to serve a correlate function, especially given the plethora of silliness on things Egyptian that is published for mass
consumption these days. Until then, the present dictionary will be near my elbow - nearer, in fact, than its more expensive and expansive companions. Any student of the Bible
- particularly the Old Testament - would benefit from doing the same.
BRENT A. STRAWN
Candler School of Theology, Emory University
Atlanta, GA

James Limburg, Psalms. Westminster Bible Companion; Louisville: Westminster John
Knox, 2000.
Within the no-small-cottage-industry of biblical commentaries and commentary series,
the Westminster Bible Companion has carved out a niche for itself. It is user-friendly,
accessible, and oriented explicitly toward the laity, especially lay people who find themselves in teaching capacities in the church (see p. xi). At the same time, it is written by
top-notch scholars in the field. The series is based on and includes the text of the NRSV
This sometimes adds to the size of the commentary in question (the Psalms volume is by
far the largest yet published); unfortunately, more often than not, inclusion of the text
cuts into the amount of space the commentator has to write on a particular passage.
Thankfully, given the non-technical level of the series and the skill of the writers that have
been selected by the series editors <Patrick D. Miller and David L. Bartlett) for the task,
the overall quality has not been noticeably diminished. Moreover, on the other side of the
coin, there is a good bit to be said for the convenience of having the biblical text and the
commentary together in one volume.
James Limburg's commentary on the Psalms fits within this series perfectly. Limburg recently retired as Professor of Old Testament at Luther Seminary in Saint Paul,
Minnesota - is well-known for his scholarship and for his giftedness at making that scholarship meaningful and contemporary. These admirable traits come together nicely in this
volume and it is the latter that receives the main emphasis.
Limburg begins with a brief introduction to the Psalms, which he helpfully designates
"The People's Book." Here he provides a brief orientation to the Psalms as comprising
lament and praise (though he argues that the basic theme is praise; pp. xiv, xvii) and
points out that the Psalter has functioned in the past, and continues to function today, as
hymnbook, prayer book, and instruction book. Limburg's knowledge of recent Psalms
scholarship is most apparent in the brief section of the introduction entitled "Going by the
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Book" (pp. xvi-xvii). Here he distills the recent trend among Psalms scholars to read the
Psalter as a whole - that is, paying attention to how psalms affect one another in their literary context (e.g., Pss 1-2, 146-150, and so forthl. Limburg closes the introduction with a
very brief discussion of the poetry of the psalms. This section is almost too brief; it can
only scratch the surface of the poetic devices that a reader needs to know in order to best
interpret and appreciate the Psalms. Given the space limitations, Limburg has time only to
highlight synonymous and antithetic parallelism, repetition, and alphabetic acrostics. Still,
to his credit, he does point interested readers to further literature, including an important
essay of his own in The Anchor Bible Dictionary.
In the course of the introduction, Limburg draws attention to the way the Psalms
emerge out of real life and real life experiences (e.g., happiness and tears) and how, given
this, they continue to have real impact "in the midst of life" (p. xvi). He writes: "The
psalms originated in the midst of life and continue to appear in the midst of life. The commentary herein will provide examples, and the reader can add his or her own!" (ibid.).
This is well said and is no false advertising. Limburg proceeds to explicate each of the
Psalms (combining some, e.g., Pss 9-10,42-43, since these were probably originally singular compositions) and does so with unique, fresh, and contemporary perspectives. His
approach is captured already within the titles he gives to each of the Psalms. Consider the
following, somewhat random, sample:
The Way to Go <Psalm I)
A Text of Terror (Psalm 6)
Asking the Hard Questions (Psalm 13)
"And Not So Hot On Why!" (Psalm 22)
The Power of a Preposition (Psalm 23)
Here Comes the Bride (Psalm 45)
Probably Not for Opening Devotions (Psalm 58)
Rock Music (Psalm 61 )
The Night of Broken Glass (Psalm 74)
On the Road Again <Psalm 12 I )
Can We Take Our Religion Along? <Psalm 137)
From King David to Duke Ellington <Psalm 150l
This is just a beginning and the list does not begin to do justice to the creativity that
Limburg shows in his explication of the Psalms. Rare indeed is the scholar who is as adept
at weaving life and life stories with Scripture as the popular, "Family" (read: Christian')
bookstore bestseller. Thankfully, Limburg combines solid scholarship with insight and a
wisdom that may well find its way to even the most unscholarly of such bookstores. Let's
hope so! And, if so, the reader, and the people she or he teaches, will be clearly and obviously better off for it. So, here's to hoping that Limburg's Psalms goes a long way in helping the Psalms continue to find their way as hymns, prayers, and instructions in the midst
of the life of the people of God.
BRENT A. STRAWN
Candler School of Theology, Emory University
Atlanta, GA
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Bass, Dorothy C. and Vol£, Miroslav, editors. Practicing Theology: Beliefs and Practices in
Christian Life. Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2002.
"But what does that have to do with real life?" sighs the perennial Systematic Theology
student to Yale Divinity Professor and co-editor of Practicing Theology, Miroslav Volf.
When confronted with this harangue, Volf confides, "I am often tempted to snap back, 'If
you would just abandon your vulgar notions of "rear life and muster some intellectual
curiosity you could spare us your question!' Usually, I overcome the temptation and give
a little speech instead" (245). Practicing Theology is a collection of thirteen theologians'
"speeches" in essay form to this perpetually posited question.
In her introduction, co-editor Dorothy Bass surveys each contributor's unity, diversity,
and input and defines Christian practices as "patterns of cooperative human activity in
and through which life together takes shape over time in response to and in light of God
as known in Jesus Christ." Bass adds, "Focusing on practices invites theological reflection
on the ordinary, concrete activities of actual people" (3). Practicing Theology is "an invitation to perceive both the theological quality of everyday practices and the practical importance of theology and doctrine for Christian living" (9). The book is divided into four subdivisions :
I)
2)
3)
4)

Practicing Theology,
Practicing Theology,
Practicing Theology,
Practicing Theology,

Embracing A Way of Life
Engaging in Ministry
Becoming Theologians
Serving A Way of Life

The chapters are as follows : I) A Theological Understanding of Christian Practices by
Dorothy Bass and Craig Dykstra; 2) Attending to the Gaps between Beliefs and Practices
by Amy Plantinga Pauw; 3) Graced Practices: Excellence and Freedom in the Christian
Life by Serene Jones; 4) Deepening Practices: Perspectives from Ascetical and Mystical
Theology by Sarah Coakley; 5) Is There a Doctor in the House? Reflections on the
Practice of Healing in African American Churches by Tammy R. Williams; 6) A
Community's Practice of Hospitality: The Interdependence of Practices and Communities
by Christine D. Pohl; 7) Liturgy, Ministry, and the Stranger' The Practice of Encountering
the Other in Two Christian Communities by Gilbert I. Bond; 8) Little Moves Against
Destructiveness: Theology and the Practice of Discernment by Nancy E. Bedford; 9)
Beliefs, Practices, and the Ends of Theological Education by L. Gregory Jones; I 0)
Hospitality and Truth: The Disclosure of Practices in Worship and Doctrine by Reinhard
Hutter; II) Theological Reflection and Christian Practices by Kathryn Tanner; 12)
Theology for a Way of Life by Miroslav Volf. Volfs final chapter acts as a bracketing
essay in partnership with Bass's introduction.
In "A Theological Understanding of Christian Practices" Dykstra and Bass demonstrate
that entering into new life in baptism should beget a new way of living. Particular people
in particular places who encounter one another in the framework of God's grace are
called to sing their lives in praise to God in an extraordinarily Christian manner. Such joyful noise includes honoring the human body as fearfully and wonderfully made, gracious-
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Iy offering hospitality to strangers, looking to the ways of our households, saying yes and
no, keeping the Sabbath holy, exercising discemment of the spirit, giving truthful testimony to experience, shaping communities into Kingdom microcosms, scandalously cultivating forgiveness, participating as God's agents in the healing of the world, and "dying well"
(3) with the confidence that God's love is stronger than death. Dykstra and Bass coordinated an earlier effort elucidating each of these in Practicing Our Faith (Jossey-Bass, 1997).
Practicing Theology is a partial follow-up. The two collections are complementary but each
may stand alone.
Both Pauw's essay in the first section of Practicing Theology and Hutter's in the third grapple with Christian inconsistency between belief and practice. They proclaim the good
news that despite our inadequacies, Christians remain "unrelentingly loved by a God who
continually forgives us, calls us to life anew, and promises us life abundant, now and in the
time of things to come" (57). In light of such love, Serene Jones challenges us to pursue
truthful excellence in Christian reflection and action as we are made capable by God's
grace. Sarah Coakley mines the rich reservoir of male and female saints in church history
vis-a-vis varying forms of mystical and ascetical practice as they relate to such a theology.
Tammy Williams critiques approaches to healing in the African American Church and
thoughtfully cultivates a semi-synthesized proposal based in "There is a Doctor in the
House and Jesus is His Name" (I 19). The Great Physician is the supreme example for
Christian healers, not only for His "prowess as a healer but also his empathy for the sick"
(120). Williams reminds the church to care for those who may not experience healing in
this life as well as rejoicing with those who are graced with it.
Christine Pohl relates an example of a community's practice of hospitality to the poor
in Atlanta, Georgia. Subsequently, Gilbert Bond asks, "What is the relationship between a
community's worship and the manner in which the community engages the outsider?"
(138) . Nancy Bedford's outstanding essay on discemment considers "little moves against
destructiveness" (158) as examples for resisting the principalities and powers through
communal faith, hope, and love.
L. Gregory Jones asserts a new model for theological education from the "relay race"
(185) where the local church passes the pastors educational baton to the academy, who
later throws the pastor back to the local church; to a vibrant collaboration between the
church and academy drawing "pastors, church members, seminary professors, and everyone else involved into the doxological praise of God" (188),
Hutter examines heaven's hospitality fictionalized in C.S. Lewis's classic, The Creat
Divorce and Kathryn Tanner investigates the triple interplay between Christian practice,
understanding and cultural milieu; offering critique in light of a God who "both saves the
world and at the same time created it good" (233). Volf articulates the grounding of
Christian practices and beliefs within each other and shows that the whole Christian way
of life is "supported and shaped by something outside that way of life - by what God has
done, is doing, and will do" (254l.
With excellent academic word crafting, Practicing Theology scrutinizes the seams tying
Christian life and doctrine and discovers the weave seams strongest where the two inextricably and traceably entwine. Practicing Theology is not abstract theoretical postulating. It
gives cogent, concrete examples of church doing, being, and thinking from New Haven,
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Connecticut to Buenos Aires, Brazil; from feeding the homeless to inviting them to join in
the life of the worshipping community.
Practicing Theology remains largely limited to the western hemisphere however, especially in its treatment of contemporary theologies and practices. There is a brief excursion
to Great Britain (Hutter on Lewis) and Volf treats us to his parents' Christian hosting of a
stranger in Novi Sad, Yugoslavia; but going further east into Asian Christianity is neglected. Practices of healing in the African American church are thoughtfully inspected by
Williams, but little is mentioned of continental Africa other than a few paragraphs in Jones
concerning Nelson Mandela, Peter Storey, and Archbishop Desmond Tutu.
Because of this, Practicing Theology in encouraging readers "to be articulate about the
significance of distinctive voices within the larger tradition" (5) misses a significant reserve
of practice and reflection by "every tribe and tongue" previewed in Scripture who sing
their lives in praise to God. Nevertheless, within the contexts considered, there is impressive exploration of what it means to live in serious theological reflection and reflect theologically in serious Christian living.
BEN DEVAN

Smith, Mark S. Untold Stories: The Bible and Ugaritic Studies in the Twentieth Century.
Peabody, MA. Hendrickson, 200 I.
Mark Smith's productivity and literary output continues to amaze. This volume (no
longer his latest monograph given the recent appearance of a large volume on monotheism with Oxford University Press) performs the massive, yeoman-like task of summarizing
the history of scholarship on Ugarit and Ugaritic from 1928 to 1999. The blurbs for the
book on the flyleaves and the back of the dust jacket are from a veritable who's who in
the field (Dennis Pardee, David Noel Freedman, Frank Moore Cross, Cyrus Gordon,
Baruch Levine, Franz Rosenthal, and Baruch Halpern). The comments there are so glowing that it is hard to believe that they could be more positive even if Smith had paid the
reviewers for their services. This review need not, therefore, wax on with my own positive estimation of this book - I trust that the recommendation of those on the dustcover
will more than suffice (!) - especially as my evaluation is equally keen. Instead, it is useful
to recap the contents of the book and offer a few reflective remarks.
After a brief introduction, Smith covers the history of Ugaritology in four stages: chapter I covers the beginnings from 1928, the year of initial discovery, to 1945; chapter 2
treats the period of 1945-1970 under the rubric "Synthesis and Comparisons"; chapter 3
concerns "New Texts and Crises in Comparative Method: 1970 to 1985", and chapter 4
takes the discussion from 1985 to 1999 - a period wherein Smith finds "Resurgence in
Tools and Method." Each chapter is copiously documented from both primary and sec-

ondary sources. The latter comprise original publications of the materials from Ugarit
(archaeological and epigraphic; the Ugaritic tablets get the lion's share as is to be expected) as well as studies devoted to such. The primary sources are largely based on archival
work Smith has conducted, as well as on extensive interviews and correspondence he has
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pursued with many of the key figures in the field, including those of the first generation several of whom are still alive. Yet despite this extensive research and the massive
amounts of notes (which are, unfortunately, set as endnotes to each chapter, thereby
complicating and frustrating their use), Smith has managed to write a compelling, lucid,
and surprisingly readable account. This is a history that not only informs, but is actually a
pleasure to read.
Space prohibits a full discussion and, after reading Untold Stories, one realizes that these
stories are too rich and detailed to be distilled easily. Still, several points remain with me
upon completion of the book: I) The remarkable speed with which Ugaritic was deciphered and the archaeological and manuscript material published (the Dead Sea Scrolls
publishing crisis stands as an obvious and negative counterexample). 2) The sometimes
petty and small-spirited behavior of some of the giants in the field. While Smith has gone
out of his way to protect the guilty, as it were, and therefore there are still many untold
stories that remain untold (rightly!), there are points at which Smith could not cover over
the "sins of the fathers." One notes, in particular, the trouble that Cyrus Gordon faced
from his senior colleagues when they discovered his desire to write an Ugaritic grammar
(see, e.g., pp. 32-34l. Not only did Gordon succeed in writing that grammar despite
those set backs, his grammar has gone through three major editions, is still in print, and
has proven to be a staple in research that has guided and given impetus to the field and
that is only now being replaced as a standard tool. Such a judgment certainly justifies
Gordon and gives him the proverbial "last laugh," but, on a more sober level, it also shows
that the great golden age of the scholarly Anakim was also troubled by the unfortunate
pretentiousness and territorialism that all too often marks the guild of today. Alas for
then, and alas for now! 3) Despite its thoroughness, a few institutional programs do fall
through the cracks in Smith's otherwise comprehensive survey. Princeton Theological
Seminary, Emory University, and Asbury Theological Seminary are all institutions that
have regularly taught Ugaritic in some of the time periods covered, but, while several of
the faculty at these institutions are mentioned, the schools themselves are not - the latter,
perhaps, because it does not have a doctoral program, the two former, perhaps, because
they have not yet produced a "pure" Ugaritological dissertation (though other non-pure
works are mentioned throughout Smith's bookl. 4) Here and there in the book, Smith
punctuates his summary with a seminal example of the issues and state-of-the-field. In
chapter 2, for instance, the example is the myth-and-ritual school and, particularly, the
idea of the Fall Enthronement Festival, famous from the work of Sigmund Mowinckel. In
chapter 3, the focus is on the work of Mitchell Dahood. While helpful, the need to make
these foci work as stereotypical examples sometimes complicates their presentation. I
myself found it difficult to grasp Smith's perspective on the enthronement festival. He
seemed to waffle on his assessment of Mowinckel, at first critiquing it rather heavily,
before coming back to a positive appreciation of the broader fall festival theory. Even
then, the arguments proffered for this latter position were not entirely convincing.
Similarly, Dahood's work - while certainly controversial - was perhaps written off too
quickly by means of the old anti-Dahood adage: a percentage of his work is correct, but
which percentage? The emphasis was clearly on the negative aspects of Dahood's work
and its damaging impact on the field, despite Smith's positive appreciation on pp. 160-61
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and his interaction with the important treatment of Dahood's method by Dahood's student R. A1thann. 5) One senses in this book, both in Smith and in the field and figures he
describes, a conflict between standard ways of operating (esp. historical and philological)
and newer modes of inquiry (esp. literary and hermeneutical). Note, for instance, the
extended and rather unexpected foray Smith makes into The Postmodem Bible (pp. 221 23). Smith raises some important critiques against that work but one wonders if the kind
of approach he favors is any less foolproof on the methodological and hermeneutical levels. Moreover, the criterion of "rigorous knowledge of primary sources" (p. 223) that he
lifts up as an adequate adjudicator between competing methods and emphases, while
insightful, is also not entirely satisfying. While I would never quibble with the importance
of knowing the primary sources - indeed, in a rigorous way - I doubt that that will be the
final arbiter among the vastly different readings that one finds being offered today.
Two additional issues deserve special attention insofar as they comprise distinctive contributions of Smith's book. The first is the development he traces from Ugaritology as an
ancillary field subservient to biblical studies and the latter's "quest for parallels," to its flowering as an independent field, worthy of study in its own right, not tossed to and fro nor
blown about by the whims of the newest biblical scholar. He writes:
Simplistic drawing of Ugaritic and biblical parallels has passed from fashion, allowing
more attention to be paid to locating Ugarit within its larger societal and ecological
context. In a healthy development, the field is coming to understand Ugarit on its
own terms, apart from biblical studies. (p. 203)
And:
In the future, we will have to take the scenic route from Ugaritic to ancient
Israel via other Levantine sites of the second and first millennia. There is no
longer any direct route, a blessing in disguise. We will learn much more about
Ugarit and ancient Israel by taking such a long route. Moreover, we will benefit
from the current distance between biblical and Ugaritic studies, as we test some
of the new methods and tools available in biblical studies and apply them to
Ugaritic studies. In the end, such learning will help us abandon facile comparisons in favor of more complex ones. (p. 224)
Smith is careful to discuss many of the reasons why and how this divorce of Ugarit and
the Bible, and the consequent "scenic route" between them, has developed. I can't help
wondering if the situation is even more complex than he describes, however, and if the
forces at work flow from both ends of the equation - from developments in biblical studies (where Smith's emphasis lies) and from those who would treat UgaritJic within a
"Syrian studies" perspective {see, e.g., pp. 203, 224l. My point would simply be that
while benefit might flow from such a distancing, demerits are also not out of the question,
and, either way, there may be just as many and just as significant ideological reasons operating in those scholars who would divorce the two, than were flowing in the earlier generations of scholars that sought to unite them. Time will tell.

134

Book Reviews

The second issue has to do with how lively the field of Ugaritology continues to be.
Smith is on the cutting edge of research in this area and has traced the latest developments that have applied recent scholarship in various contiguous and non-contiguous
fields to the study of things Ugaritic. The results have been fascinating and the field
promises to be generative and productive for years to come. It is appropriate to conclude
with Smith's own well-stated last words:
In retrospect, the Ugaritic texts have fulfilled their promise for biblical studies. No
older corpus from Syria or Mesopotamia, no roughly contemporary corpus such as
the Mari texts, the EI-Arnama letters, or the Emar texts (thought these still hold considerable promiseD, or even later texts such as the Dead Sea Scrolls, have made the
same impact on the understanding of Israel's languages and culture. When we tum
to Iron Age Israel, in particular the origins and early development of ancient Israelite
culture or the origins of biblical literature and religion, it is the corpus of Ugaritic
texts that has transformed the understanding of these areas. This they have done
for over seventy years and, we may hope, will continue to do. (pp. 224-25)
Agreed!
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